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THE CRUCIBLE

By Arthur Miller     Directed by Guy Hollands

NOVEMBER 2005 – MAY 2006

RESOURCE BOOKLET

Dear Teachers, 

Welcome to the resource booklet to accompany TAG/NTS’ co-production of The Crucible.  As there is a wealth of material available to schools on the subject of The Crucible and Arthur Miller, we have made a decision to concentrate on our production of this great play and the input that theatre professionals can provide to students of drama.  Therefore, in late April, our production DVD will be available to schools.  This DVD will provide an insight into the production process, with rehearsal footage and interviews with all members of the company.

In the meantime, we hope that this brief booklet will provide a useful study of original writings on The Crucible, from Arthur Miller himself as well as the critics of the original Broadway production and those of the first UK production.   We hope that this will assist students of Higher Drama in their investigations of the historical and social context of the play, past productions and style and intention of Miller in writing The Crucible. Please feel free to reproduce any part of this pack for use in the classroom.
As you may know, our production of The Crucible is the culmination of a unique six-month schools and community project, led by TAG and facilitated by the National Theatre of Scotland’s Learn Teams.  This will lead to young people and community actors performing alongside the professional cast in a truly collaborative production.  Extensive CPD opportunities are on offer to teachers of English and Drama (in the NTS partner authorities: North Ayrshire, Fife, Moray & Lothians) and the DVD resources are available to all teachers on request.  Furthermore, as the tour is limited to the local authorities currently in partnership with NTS, TAG is offering workshops on this production of The Crucible to schools across Scotland throughout the summer term 2006.  This workshop is suitable for pupils who will not see the production.  Please contact us if you would like more information on these sessions.

As always, we welcome feedback on our work for schools.  Please do not hesitate to contact us if you have any questions or comments by telephone 0141 552 4949 or by e-mail, 

info@tag-theatre.co.uk
With all best wishes,

Emily Ballard

Creative Learning Director, TAG
ARTHUR MILLER:  WHY I WROTE THE CRUCIBLE

…by 1950, when I began to think of writing about the hunt for Reds in America, I was motivated in some great part by the paralysis that had set in among many liberals who despite their discomfort with the inquisitors’ violations of civil rights, were fearful, and with good reason, of being identified as covert Communists if they should protest too strongly.  

TASK: How does Miller show this “paralysis” through his portrayal of characters in The Crucible?

How might you demonstrate this to an audience through your direction of Act Three?

When Gentiles in Hitler’s Germany, saw their Jewish neighbours being trucked off…the common reaction, even among those unsympathetic to Nazism, was quite naturally to turn away for fear of being identified with the condemned. As I learned from non-Jewish refugees, however, there was often a despairing pity mixed with “Well, they must have done something.”  Few of us can easily surrender our belief that society must somehow make sense.  The thought that the state has lost its mind and is punishing so many innocent people is intolerable. And so the evidence has to be internally denied.

TASK: At the beginning of the play, how does the community in Salem believe that “society makes sense”?  How are the events of the play interpreted by Salem to ensure society continues to make sense?  

Improvise how Rev. Parris might choose to use his sermon to explain recent events.  Who might be in church and how might they react?

TASK: Select key lines that show Hale’s journey from secure faith in Act One to desperation in Act Four.   To what extent do you think Hale “surrenders his belief”?  Has he completely lost his faith in God by the end of the play?  How might you demonstrate your decision through performance or direction?

What do you think happens to Rev. Hale after the play ends? Improvise Hale’s return to his parish. How does he cope and how do his parishioners react?

TASK: Do you think society continues to make sense for Danforth?  Read through Acts Three and Four.  As events unfold, does Danforth’s viewpoint change?  If so, how?
Working in 3 groups:  

· Group 1: Write the court record as recorded by Cheever.  Record all the events as they occur in the play.

· Group 2: Write Danforth’s court memoirs.  What is his professional view on the events of the court?

· Group 3: Write Danforth’s personal diary entries for the period of the Salem trial.  How does he really feel about the events?

Using these pieces of creative writing and your knowledge of theatrical conventions, devise a dramatisation of the trial, which reveals Danforth’s viewpoints of events.

In any play, however trivial, there has to be a still point of moral reference against which to gauge the action.  In our lives in the late nineteen-forties and early nineteen-fifties, no such point existed anymore…The days of “J’accuse” were gone, for anyone needs to feel right to declare someone else wrong.  Gradually, all the old political and moral reality had melted like a Dali watch.  Nobody but a fanatic, it seemed, could really say all that he believed.
TASK: Compare Miller’s use of “I think…” with “I know…” in the play. List the characters who claim to “know” with those who say what they “think”.

What does this tell you about these characters?  Using one character from each list, explore how you would show this contrast through acting or direction.

TASK: Miller uses a “Dali watch” as a simile for the way in which political and moral reality had “melted”.  How might such an image inform your overall directorial concept for The Crucible?

What other images might inform your design concept for The Crucible?  How would you incorporate such imagery into your design for set, lighting and costume?  

I visited Salem for the first time on a dismal spring day in 1952…in the gloomy courthouse there I read the transcripts of the witchcraft trials of 1692…It was from a report written by the Rev. Samuel Parris, who was one of the chief instigators of the witch hunt. 

 “During the examination of Elizabeth Proctor, Abigail Williams and Ann Putnam (both teenage accusers) both made offer to strike at Elizabeth Proctor; but when Abigail’s hand came near, it opened, whereas it was made up into a fist before, and came down exceedingly lightly as it drew near to said Proctor, and at length, with open and extended fingers, touched Proctor’s hood very lightly.  Immediately Abigail cried out her fingers, her fingers, her fingers burned…”

In this remarkably observed gesture of a troubled young girl, I believed, a play became possible.  Elizabeth Proctor had been the orphaned Abigail’s mistress and they had lived together in the same house until Elizabeth fired the girl.  By this time, I was sure, John Proctor had bedded Abigail, who had to be dismissed most likely to appease Elizabeth.  There was bad blood between the two women now.  That Abigail started, in effect, to condemn Elizabeth to death with her touch, then stopped her hand, then went through with it, was quite suddenly the human centre of all this turmoil.

TASK: Read the extract from the witchcraft trial carefully.   In pairs, act out this extraordinary interaction between Abigail and Elizabeth.  

Work together to explore the thoughts of the two women at each point, as Abigail changes her mind.  As actors, you need to reach a decision about how your character feels at each point.  

Each pair should then present the short scene, freezing the action at significant points to allow each character to voice her inner thoughts.

Extend this scene by adding in the other characters that may have been present, e.g. Danforth, Proctor, Mary Warren, Hale, Parris etc.  How might each character react to Abigail’s actions?

Try hotseating each character as if s/he comes to the “Diary Room” after this event.  How does s/he interpret Abigail’s strange behaviour towards Elizabeth?  To what extent does s/he begin to doubt Abigail’s crying out that “her fingers burned”?

All this (the human centre of this turmoil) I understood…my own marriage of twelve years was teetering and I knew more than I wished to know about where the blame lay.  That John Proctor the sinner might overturn his paralysing personal guilt and become the most forthright voice against the madness around him was a reassurance to me, and, I suppose an inspiration; it demonstrated that a clear moral outcry could still spring even from an ambiguously unblemished soul….a play began to accumulate around this man.
TASK:  Where should the blame lie?  How much to blame is John Proctor for the terrible events of the play?  

As director, how do you want the audience to feel about Proctor at each significant point in the play?  For example:

· How should the audience view him in Act One, when we first meet him with Abigail?   Does our view of him change when we see him interact with the other characters?
· How might the audience’s view of Proctor shift when we see him with Elizabeth in Act Two?
· What do we learn about him in Acts Three and Four?  How convincingly do you think he “overturns his paralysing personal guilt”?
I was also drawn to The Crucible by the chance it gave me to use a new language – that of seventeenth century New England.  That plain, craggy English was liberating in a strangely sensuous way, with its swings from an almost legalistic precision to a wonderful metaphoric richness.   Deodat Lawson, one of the great witch-hunting preachers said in a sermon, 

“The Lord doth terrible things amongst us, by lengthening the chain of the roaring lion in an extraordinary manner, so that the Devil is come down in great wrath.”

 …The problem was not to imitate the archaic speech but to try to create a new echo of it which would flow freely off American actors’ tongues.

TASK: List all the examples of “metaphoric richness” in the language of The Crucible.  How might these metaphors influence your production of the play?

To what extent do you think Miller has achieved a “new echo” of archaic speech that flows freely?   What do you think are the challenges for actors performing The Crucible?  As director, how might you help actors to get to grips with this language?  Try out your ideas.   

THE ORIGINAL PRODUCTION

On opening night, January 22 1953, I knew the atmosphere would be pretty hostile.  The coldness of the crowd was not a surprise;  Broadway audiences were not famous for loving history lessons, which is what they made of the play…Meanwhile the remoteness of the production was guaranteed by the director, Jed Harris, who insisted that this was a classic requiring the actors to face front, never to each other. 



                                                                                                                                  Arthur Miller
TASK: Using a short extract of The Crucible, experiment with performing the play in this way.  Perform each piece to the rest of the class.

Discuss the effect of having the actors “face front”.  Why do you think Jed Harris chose to direct the play in this way?

TASK: Try performing short extracts in different ways:

· boldly, with grand gestures

· in a cartoon-like manner, performing the characters as “types” rather than individuals

· very realistically, as if performing for camera

· as physical theatre or dance drama

· any others?

What is the effect of different performance styles?  Does a certain style enhance or obstruct understanding?

How would you choose to direct The Crucible and why? 

WHAT THE CRITICS SAID, JANUARY 1953

About  historical parallels…

A big, bold, very theatrical play, The Crucible gets its power from unusual complexities rather than blatant modern comparisons.  It states timeless truths about guilt, conscience, hysteria and bandwagon instincts. 

          William Hawkins, New York Telegram  

TASK: Would you describe The Crucible as “timeless”?  Write a critical review stating your views on the relevance of The Crucible to twenty-first century Scotland.

This reviewer criticised Miller for implying in The Crucible that the “Soviet challenge is an elaborate hallucination of Western man, as fanciful as the madness that bedevilled Salem.”  








Anonymous, New York Post


TASK: Miller was widely criticised for linking witches with Communists.  Many claimed that the play was flawed because witches don’t exist but Communists do!  

As director, to what extent would you choose to emphasise the events of nineteen-fifties America with the Salem witch trials?  Justify your decision.  

How might you emphasise this comparison through your production?

Perhaps the first successful play on an important social theme since Death of a Salesman, The Crucible is a dramatic statement of a contemporary issue that beset our times. Miller’s theme reminds one that the theatre has not remained free of fear and that such fear has handed over much of the theatre to the trivial and the innocuous.







Anonymous, Theatre Arts, No. 37

TASK:  Using recent productions you have seen as examples, write an article on the extent to which you think this “fear” exists in theatre today.

The analogy between the Salem of 1692 and the US of 1953 is not always clear, but Miller intensifies the dramatic values of the play without any sacrifice of historical accuracy.







Anonymous, Booklist, No. 49
TASK: What effect do you think the historical setting of The Crucible has on an audience?  What would be the effect of updating the time and setting of the play?  As director, when and where would you set your production?  Justify your decision.

WHAT THE CRITICS SAID, JANUARY 1953
About characterisation in The Crucible…

Lacking the depth and fire of Miller’s earlier plays, The Crucible is undramatic because the playwright is more interested in his theme than the people it concerns and it is too crowded with incident for the characters to establish themselves as individuals.  Its one indisputable virtue is that it is about something that matters.
John Mason Brown, Saturday Review of Literature, No. 36



The Crucible is a half-realized work of art in that its characters remain abstractions. And its effect is more that of social investigation than drama.  Miller’s portrayal of the small minds that go to make up the mob is excellent though.

Walter Kerr, New York Herald Tribune 

TASK: Do you agree with the popular criticism that the characters in The Crucible are “unable to establish themselves as individuals”?  To what extent is the play about theme over characters?


Divide into two groups.  Prepare for a debate around the following motion:  “This house concludes that The Crucible is social investigation rather than drama”.  Using examples of character and plot, one group must argue for this motion, the other must argue against it.

The play is a melodrama of indignation not because it paints its villains too black, but because it paints its heroes too white.



Eric Bentley, New Republic, No. 128  
TASK: Working in small groups, create a list of the “villains” and a list of the “heroes” in the play.  How easy a task was it to divide the characters in this way?

TASK:  Imagine that a company is advertising for the positions of “hero” and “villain”. In small groups, write the job description for each post.  What makes a character a hero/villain?  Using these job descriptions, write the interview questions in order to find the right person for the job.

Improvise short scenes in which the characters from your lists come for interview.  For which job are they applying?  Would they get it?  After doing this exercise, do you agree with Eric Bentley (above)?  

WHAT THE CRITICS SAID, NOVEMBER 1954
About the first British production at Bristol Old Vic (Directed by Warren Jenkins)

The play has less impact than it should in England because all witch hunt plays are the same in the long run; unless they are written by someone like Shaw.  Miller’s trial scene is filled with self-pity, whereas Shaw’s (in St. Joan) is so human, wise and balanced that it cleaves the heart.




            Philip Hope-Wallace,Time & Tide, No. 35

TASK: Compare the trial scenes from The Crucible with those in St. Joan.  Do you agree with the critic?

The play is good, strong, rugged stuff with a lot more kick in it than Death of a Salesman.
Christopher Small, Spectator, No. 193

TASK: Although many critics maintain that Death of a Salesman is Miller’s finest play, this critic appears to disagree.  If you have read or seen Death of a Salesman, do you agree with Christopher Small? 



As a historical melodrama, The Crucible is profoundly affecting and a play in which suspense can choke.




J.C Trewin, The Illustrated London News 

TASK:  Using the internet, explore the definition of “melodrama”.  To what extent do you agree that The Crucible is a melodrama? 




WHAT THE CRITICS SAID, FEBRUARY 2004
About the recent production at The Crucible Theatre, Sheffield 
(Directed by Anna Mackmin)
 As this production makes clear, this is a play about humans as territorial creatures, whether they are laying claim to land, marking a man or a woman as property or policing the limits of somebody’s thoughts.  In the expertly placed opening scene, Rev. Parris prays over the body of his “bewitched” young daughter whilst the rest of the cast gather around the stage – setting the tone of suffocating intrusion.  On the white walls are shadows, doubling the claustrophobia, the sense of constant scrutiny, the feeling of living in a community as stuffy as a henhouse.  

Victoria Segal, Sunday Times

TASK: Look at the set model for this production at:

http://www.sheffieldtheatres.co.uk/education/productions/crucible/set.shtml
What do you think about this design concept?

The accusers meanwhile are strange, stunted little girls, their hysterics sparking a real frenzy.  The cast make their teenage malevolence horribly convincing…this batch are shameless manipulators.  The ringleader, Abigail Williams, the holder of a terrible grudge against John Proctor, is cleverly played by Sinead Matthews – a sharp-nosed, 17th century version of Little Britain’s Vicky Pollard, one step away from saying:  “But, no, what it is, right, I saw Goody Proctor with the devil.  And she never gave me back my Westlife CD.”
Victoria Segal, Sunday Times
TASK:  Although this is tongue-in-cheek, it can be useful to think of contemporary parallels for characters you are studying.  Working in small groups, with each group taking a different character from The Crucible, find a parallel, contemporary character.  Present your ideas to the rest of the class. 

Sinead Matthews’ portrayal of Abigail as damaged, manipulative and merciless, spooks one almost to death. Excellent theatre.”

Georgina Brown, Mail on Sunday

TASK:  This critic writes of beoing “spooked almost to death”.  How do you imagine that was achieved by the performance?

As director of The Crucible, how do you want your audience to feel throughout the play?  What experience do you want them to have in the theatre?  How might you create that effect?
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