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Introduction

What you have in front of you may seem like the largest study guide of all 
time. In fact, it’s not a traditional study guide at all! We wanted to blow up 
any notion of what a study guide should be and instead give you the power to 
choose what you want to teach—we’ve merely assembled the tools you need to teach the subjects you 
find most relevant. 

This Teacher Toolkit includes five unique sections. Each section includes context information, activities, 
and further reading—all arranged by specific areas of focus. If you want your students to learn about 
Salem in the 1600s, go to Section 3: The World of the Play; if you want a simple guide to theater 
etiquette, you’ll find it in Section 4: About the Play. Utilize any or all of these tools as you see fit for your 
students.  

Whether your school employs Common Core standards or other standards specific to your region, within 
these pages you’ll find a wealth of resources, sample lessons, and substantial historical and literary 
support material. 

With this National Players Teacher Toolkit, we invite you to build the lessons you choose.  Please contact 
me at jkj@nationalplayers.org with any feedback, questions, or ideas for other tools we can include in 
future Toolkits. Enjoy!

—Jason King Jones, Artistic Director of National Players

This Toolkit includes:
• Historical context, with insight into the political, social, and cultural atmosphere of the world of the play.
This section prepares students to thematically engage with the play and make connections between Miller’s 
world and their own. 
• Selected excerpts from the play that relate to its primary sources and historical context.
• An in-depth character study, integrating theatre-making, text analysis, and historical context to help stu-
dents actively engage with the play.
• Post-show questions and activities used in conjunction with or separate from National Player workshops.
• Additional resources referencing production of the show and the creation of this guide.
• Photos, illustrations, and other images providing nuanced, visual insight into different interpretations of
the play. 

Engage with the Players
National Players has a 70-year legacy of making the classics relevant and exciting for new audiences; 
we are always looking for the latest ways to engage with students and audiences. We make our 
educational and artistic work as accessible and relevant as possible, from the thematic underpinnings of 
our texts to the creation of each year’s national tour. We invite you to engage with us in any way.

Your students are welcome to contact the Players before or after their visits:  track the Players’ travels, 
share classroom materials, post questions and comments. Also, chat with the Players about their 
performances and life on the road! To engage with the Players via Facebook, Twitter, video and more, 
contact Education Coordinator Zoe Wohlfeld at zoe@nationalplayers.org.

How To Use This Guide
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                  Who Are National Players?

HISTORY
Celebrating its 70th season, National Players is a unique ensemble that brings 
innovative theatre to communities large and small across the United States. 
Founded in 1949, National Players stimulates youthful imagination and critical 
thinking by presenting classic plays in contemporary and accessible ways.

National Players is the hallmark outreach program of Olney Theatre Center in Olney, Maryland. A 
model for artistic collaboration and national education outreach, National Players embodies the Olney 
Theatre Center educational pedagogy: to unleash the creative potential in our audiences and artists, 
and to stimulate individual empowerment. National Players exemplifies these goals by presenting self-
sustained productions of Shakespeare and other classics to learners of all age in all environments. 
Through performances and integrated educational programs, National Players empowers these learners 
to build stronger communities through artistic collaboration.

National Players has performed in 43 states; in the White House; and for American military in Europe, 
Asia, and the Arctic Circle. Committed to artistic excellence and community engagement, National 
Players has utilized theatre and education to build community for more than 3 million people.

National Players offers an exemplary lesson in collaboration and teamwork-in-action: the 
actors not only play multiple roles onstage, they also serve as stage managers, teaching artists, and 
technicians. This year, the Players consist of 10 actors, traveling across the country and visiting schools 
and art centers.
A self-contained company, National Players carries its own sets, lights, costumes, and sound, meaning 
that the actors rebuild the set and hang lights for more than 100 performances a year. 
They also memorize lines for three different plays—this year, Twelfth Night, The Crucible, and Around 
the World in 80 Days—often performing more than one each day. It is a lot of work, but the Players are 
dedicated to celebrating and teaching literature and performance to as many audiences as possible.

MISSION
National Players performs extraordinary theatre for diverse populations across the United States and builds 
stronger communities via outreach and education. 

VISION
We strive everyday to live out Olney Theatre Center’s vision by unleashing the creative potential of individuals 
across the United States and to provide performance and educational opportunities to communities without 
access.

 VALUES
• We tell great stories and celebrate the great stories of the folks we connect with across the country.
• Through a highly skilled and trained ensemble, we exemplify a style of collaborative work that is

unprecedented in American theater. The Ensemble is at the center of everything we do.
• Through theatre we enliven people’s empathic awareness. Through education we inspire a deeper

understanding of the work on stage and how it intersects with today’s world.
• We are generous with each other on stage and off, and we are generous with the communities we serve.

We celebrate the generosity of others.
• As individuals and as a company, we insist on continuing to grow into the best versions of ourselves. We

celebrate intellectual, creative, geographic, and institutional growth.
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TRAVELING
The Players take turns driving the company’s three vehicles: a truck for their 
stage equipment, a van, and a car. Last year, they visited 23 states and 64 cities. 
Once, they performed five shows in four days in three different states.

“The challenges of travel are all incredibly dependent on where you are. The 
East Coast you deal with traffic in a way you don’t in the western part of the 
country. In the western part of the country, you tend to deal with conditions: 
high winds, driving through the mountains, snow, areas where there might 
not be another gas station for eighty miles or something. The Players came up with the driver-navigator 
system. There’s always a driver, always a navigator. The navigator checks in on gas, Googles where 
gas stations are, and, of course, takes over if the other person cannot drive anymore.”

LIVING ON THE ROAD
Each Player is allowed to bring one large bag and one small bag for their personal belongings. Without regular 
access to a refrigerator or gym, taking care of themselves on the road is especially challenging.

“The biggest thing about health on the road is just being aware of it. We’ve had times where we’re in 
the middle of a load-in and we have to tell someone, ‘Go eat.’ Knowing yourself and communicating 
that, whether you have to sit down or get water or eat, is so important. In terms of exercise, fortunately, 
you’re unloading and reloading a truck every few days. It’s not an inactive lifestyle, even if you spent a 
lot of time in the truck and car. Fortunately, a lot of hotels have some basic exercise options. But the best 
way for me was to take advantage of the cool places around: go hiking, explore, even just walking 
around a city for a full day.”

BEING A TEAM
Working together for an entire year means that, despite long hours and challenging load-ins, all ten Players 
need to work as a cohesive team.

“Everyone brings things to the table, not necessarily always making people happy. Sometimes it’s ‘I 
disagree with you on this.’ But by the time you’ve brought all your stuff to the table on all fronts, you’re 
a cohesive team. This is a thrilling, brand new world with new people and new ways of living; that is 
incredibly rewarding.”

WORKSHOPS
Along with performing, the Players host educational workshops for many audiences. Workshops include 
improvisation, text analysis, stage combat, and more.

“The most exciting and rewarding moments on tour came out of these workshops. You get to connect 
very directly with the audience on tour. You’re gonna bomb sometimes; I don’t think anyone gets out of 
National Players without having a bad workshop. But I think everyone has a good one too.”

KEEPING IT FRESH
After presenting three plays dozens of times for dozens of audiences, the Players work hard to keep their 
performances exciting and authentic.

“Performing is your meat and potatoes work. So when it comes to work onstage, there are cases where 
people disagree. But everyone finds their own personal balance. I focus on the acting. I want to improve 
the second time around.”



Company Manager
Schedules regular company meetings, handles emergencies on the road, 
serves as the point of contact for venues, and relays information to National 
Players Headquarters.

Tour 70: Jamie Boller

Stage Manager
Runs read-throughs and rehearsals, maintains the script and blocking notes, and calls many of the lighting 
and sound cues during performance. 

Tour 70: Deidre Staples

Technical Director / Load-In Coordinator
Supervises load-in of scenery at each venue and performs upkeep of the set while on the road.

Tour 70: Benjamin DeCamp Cole

Wardrobe
Builds and maintains the costume inventory, creates a laundry and maintenance schedule, oversees re-
pairs.

Tour 70: David Reece Hutchison

Master Electrician
Installs and maintains all lighting equipment, determines position for lighting equipment and cables, exe-
cutes focusing.

Tour 70: Katie Grindeland

Sound and Video Engineer
Ensures proper placement, upkeep, and maintenance of sound and video equipment, sets and checks 
sound levels, microphone cues, projection and camera setup. 

Tour 70: Adanna Paul and Emily Dalton

Education Coordinator
Organizes education efforts, including assigning workshops to Players and altering lesson plans for          
specific venues and workshops.

Tour 70: Deidre Staples
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When the settlers of the Massachusetts Bay Colony arrived from England, their goal 
was to replicate English society as closely as possible. Upon tracts of land deter-
mined by the English government, these towns established charters for governance; 
the charters primarily served as a business-like document, with a leader at the top and then shareholders who 
each received, in turn, their own tract of land. Most traveled in whole family units, rather than as individuals or 
indentured servants, and thus took up residence together. Most of these families took residence in the town itself, 
though there was about a third of the population that lived outside the town in the farming community, now 
known as Salem Village.

The overarching governing body was to be individually determined by the people, but, as with all British 
colonies, the highest governmental structure was that of England. Cities like Salem obeyed the British officials 
who provided them their tracts of land. In 1865 The British Crown appointed Sir Edmund Andros as governor 
of the Dominion of New England. With this appointment, Andros nullified all former land titles, taking away 
claims to some properties and plunging the region into chaos. Colonists overthrew Andros in 1691, but the dam-
age was done: there had been turmoil and infighting, which they knew would displease God, opening them up to 
the Devil’s influence.

The two Salems were dramatically different – the town was a bustling epicenter of life and housed affluent 
members of the community, while Salem Village was spread apart and adhered to more traditional views – but 
were united in one thing: regardless of the political or religious powers at play, the residents thought they should 
govern themselves, perhaps in large part because of the blurring of lines between church and state, which was 
notably more gray than in England. There was an expectation that the reverend of the area was to be its leader, 
both morally and politically, but Reverend Parris was newer to town than most of the residents and therefore 
was not respected. Indeed, he was directly in the crossfires of these two philosophies: not a natural leader, Parris 
assumed he’d simply be respected due to his title upon arriving in Salem, but the citizens disagreed with him on 
principle, knowing that neither was the other’s first choice. It was his duty to oversee the court and any civil 
disputes, but cases were often retried repeatedly until Parris got what he wanted.

The family unit in Salem then became the closest thing to an organized government; indeed, the father of the 
house was seen as the moral compass for the family and was in charge of ensuring daily prayer. The household 
included the father, the wife, and children, as well as any servants. The day would begin and end with prayer and 
singing of hymns and psalms, led by the father. The mother would lead the children in chores, work, and edu-
cation – play was a forbidden topic, as were most leisure activities, such as dancing. Indeed, most Puritans were 
taught to read, though very few had the ability to write. 

In Salem and other Puritan cities, married women were not allowed to own land; husbands owned and tended 
to the land while wives tended to the family. Widowed women were allowed to own land, at least until their male 
children came of age or their female children could marry. However, even with land, women had no right to vote 
and therefore no political power. 

With the family as the closest thing to government, any who broke from that tradition were immediately suspect. 
The first women accused of witchcraft, for instance, were unmarried and poor; Sarah Good was even homeless 
and caring for a child with no father. Indeed, the marginalized in Salem were the first to be accused: the slaves, 
the unmarried, the young, the elderly. Much of this springs from the European mentality that women and people 
of color were inherently further from God than white men, tracing back to the supposed idea of God making 
mankind in his image.

salem in the 1600s
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which witch: witchcraft in the crucible

Witchcraft in The Crucible covers a wide spectrum of behavior. Below is a list of 
everything considered and relating to witchcraft in the play:

A brief history of witchcraft
c. 560 B.C.  The Torah condemns witchcraft in two books: Exodus and Leviticus; most likely written by a 
  priest, both urge that witches be put to death
c. 420 A.D.  Saint Augustine of Hippo, an influential theologian in the early Christian Church, argues that 
  witchcraft is impossible, as only God can suspend the normal laws of the universe. This mentality 
  is picked up by the medieval church and therefore very little energy is spent in tracking down 
  witches.
1273   Thomas Aquinas, a Dominican monk, argues that the world was full of evil and dangerous 
  demons. He begins to spread the idea that sex and witchcraft were intertwined: demons were not 
  just there for their own pleasure, but for leading men into temptation.
Mid-1400s  A series of witchcraft trials erupt in Europe: defendants admit to flying on poles and animals 
  to attend assemblies presided over by Satan, casting spells on neighbors, having sex with animals, 
  or causing storms. Many of the accused are tortured.
1484   Pope Innocent VIII commissions two friars, Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger, to publish a 
  full report on suspected witchcraft. This book, Malleus Maleficarum (“Hammer of Witches”) 
  argues that Christians have a duty to hunt witches down and kill them. This book can be found in 
  full at http://www.malleusmaleficarum.org/.
1500 to 1600  Somewhere between 50,000 and 80,000 suspected witches are executed in Europe. About 80% of 
  them are women. In 1590, the torture of suspected witches is authorized by King James I of 
  England, who also commissions another book on witchcraft: Daemonologie, which can be found 
  in full at http://www.gutenberg.org/files/25929/25929-pdf.pdf.
1606   Shakespeare’s Macbeth, heavily featured witchcraft, is first performed
1662   A family in Hartford, Connecticut accuses a neighbor, Goodwife Ayres, of witchcraft, after their 
  daughter died just days after spending time in her presence. This prompts a witch hunt hysteria in 
  which seven are tried and four executed.
1682   England executes its last witch, Temperance Lloyd, an elderly woman; the case is “deeply flawed.”
1692   The first trial in Salem begins.

For a more in-depth look at witch trials in England (the historical precedent for Salem), look at Witches: A 
Century of Murder, available on Netflix. For more on witch trials in the United States, specifically Salem, check 
out The Witches by Stacy Schiff.

• Dancing in the woods
• Tituba singing “her Barbados songs” and “waving 

her arms over the fire.”
• Flying or trying to fly
• “She never waked this morning but her eyes open 

and she walks, hears naught, sees naught, and 
cannot eat”

• Death of children soon after birth, specifically Ann 
Putnam’s seven “unbaptized” babies

• Drinking blood
• Inability to hear the Lord’s name

• Reading a book
• “The stoppage of 

prayer”   or not 
praying at home

• Seeing an invisible animal, person, or specter
• A chill or a feeling of sudden cold wind
• Laughing at prayer
• Keeping “poppets”
• Premonitions
• Death of an animal through mysterious causes 

loosely attached to a person
• Reading fortunes
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If magic was not the cause of the strange behavior in the girls, it stands to reason 
that there must be a logical explanation. As John Proctor claims, it could simply be 
children play-acting; several characters mention beating the girls to get them to stop. 
The accusations often came from one individual or family to a rival, much like Abi-
gail naming Elizabeth due to her relationship with Proctor; though this was invented for the play, the real Salem 
was rife with land disputes and disagreements on a religion, so it’s entirely plausible that the girls simply named 
and accused those who caused their family harm.

There is also an understanding that tension politically could have caused internal and individual tension in the 
people of Salem. Over the previous five years, Salem had seen its charter revoked, had combined with neighbor-
ing colonies into the Dominion of New England under a new governor, and had its king replaced by a new one, 
in turn replacing the new colony with a Dominion, combining Massachusetts with Maine and Plymouth. Even 
within the smaller communities, there was tension: Boston and Salem were in competition for which would 
serve as the primary port city for the colony, which put pressure on both cities, especially the more rural city of 
Salem.

Another possible explanation is the behavior was caused by natural causes. During the late 1600s, there was what 
was known as a Little Ice Age, or an abnormally cold period in Earth’s history. This caused problems with crops; 
a severe lack of food could have indeed caused hallucinations, though the intensity of them is debatable. Experts 
in the 1970s to 1990s believed that the erratic behavior was caused by ergot poisoning, which would have come 
from ingesting bread made from moldy rye. When ingested, ergot manifests itself similarly to LSD or other psy-
chedelic drugs and could easily have caused this behavior; however, there are other symptoms of ergot poisoning 
including deformation of the fingers and toes, primarily through skin peeling, that the girls did not have, so this 
too is unlikely. 

The currently held belief is that the girls actually were suffering from psychological trauma or disease. PTSD is 
a candidate: there was a generational trauma from both King Phillip’s War, a series of violent skirmishes with 
Native Americans as English settlers began colonizing their land, which could have easily triggered the girls’ 
reaction, and King William’s War, a series of fights with French colonies in the New World that was running 
concurrent to the events in Salem. Notably, if Abigail’s claims in the play are correct, Betty’s fainting in the woods 
when her father startled her corroborates this theory; she was startled by her father’s appearance in a similar way 
to what she may have felt in an ambush situation from either a French rival or a Native American attack. 

Emerson Baker, a history professor at Salem State University and expert on the witch trials, has a different the-
ory: conversion disorder. Conversion disorder is a psychogenic disorder in which mental anguish is physically 
converted into exterior symptoms, including twitching, shaking, facial tics, garbled speech, trance states. This 
stems from PTSD in many ways, as it is usually brought about by trauma as well. Baker notes that “the interest-
ing thing about it is today mass conversion tends to be most common in teenagers, and overwhelmingly teenage 
girls. And it tends to start out at the top of social order;” the daughter of the reverend is followed by the daugh-
ters of the doctor and the wealthiest man in town, so that pattern follows.

More on these can be found at https://www.boston.com/news/history/2017/10/31/the-theory- that-may-explain- 
what-was- tormenting-the- afflicted-in- salems-witch- trials or http://historylists.org/events/list-of- 5-possible- 
causes-of- the-salem- witch-trials.html.

the devil or something else? 

what caused bewitchment
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Synopsis
As the play begins, Betty Parris is lying sick in bed, attended by her father, Reverend 
Samuel Parris. The previous evening, she had been caught dancing with her cousin 
Abigail, the Parris’ slave Tituba, and several other girls in the woods. Rumors have 
spread through the village that Betty’s illness is due to witchcraft, which brings 
many townspeople to the Parris’ house, including Ann Putnam, whose daughter 
Ruth is also afflicted. When questioned, Abigail admits that the girls were not just 
dancing, but also conjuring spirits. 

The adults leave the room, where Abigail and two other young women, Mercy Lewis and Mary Warren, are left 
to discuss what happened. Betty wakes and says that Abigail drank blood to cast a spell to kill Elizabeth Proctor, 
the wife of Abigail’s former lover, John Proctor. Abigail threatens the girls in order to ensure their silence. John 
Proctor then enters the house; when he is alone with Abigail, she confesses that she still loves him, but he rejects 
her because he has committed again to his wife.

Reverend Hale, a minister from the neighboring town of Beverly, arrives to investigate Betty’s situation; Abigail 
confesses that Tituba called the Devil, in part to redirect blame off herself. To save her life, Tituba confesses, and 
the girls all throw blame on several women, whom they claim they’ve seen with the Devil. 

The second act takes place at the Proctor’s farm, as John and Elizabeth discuss the witch trials now taking place 
in Salem. Though he hesitates, John is finally persuaded to go tell the court that Abigail is lying. Their servant, 
Mary Warren, who is an “official of the court,” returns to the house and gives Elizabeth a doll she made, also 
revealing that Elizabeth was named a witch. Reverend Hale corroborates this story, as he arrives to question the 
Proctor’s faith. Giles Corey arrives to reveal that his wife has been arrested.

Ezekial Cheever likewise arrives at the house in order to arrest Elizabeth, saying that Abigail accused her of 
attacking her through the same doll Mary just gave her. Though Mary tells the truth to Hale and Cheever, Eliza-
beth is still taken away, as John makes the claim that hypocrites are finally being punished for their sins. 

Act Three brings us the trial, in which Judge Hathorne is aggressively questioning Martha Corey; Giles enters to 
defend his wife and is dragged into another room, where he is soon joined by Deputy Governor Danforth, Parris, 
Hale, and Cheever. This group, after brief discussion, is similarly joined by John Proctor and Mary Warren, who 
reveals that the girls were faking the entire time; Proctor presents a document signed by community members 
willing to vouch for the characters of Elizabeth, Rebecca Nurse, and Martha Corey. Danforth demands these 
signatories be questioned, prompting Giles Corey to testify that Thomas Putnam had Ruth make accusations in 
order to seize his neighbor’s land. 

Proctor reveals his affair with Abigail to prove her unreliability, but she denies it; unfortunately, when Elizabeth 
is brought in to defend John’s character, she lies, hoping her lie will save her husband. Proctor is arrested and 
Hale quits the court at this display of irrationality.

The fourth act occurs at the jail, as Marshall Herrick has cleared the jail cell for Judge Danforth and others. Par-
ris, reveals that the city of Salem is in a state of unrest due to all the arrests and the hangings: Abigail and Mercy 
Lewis have run away, with Abigail stealing Parris’ life savings. Parris worries that hanging Rebecca Nurse and 
John Proctor will enhance that unrest. Elizabeth is summoned to urge Proctor to confess, telling him about Giles’ 
death for not giving any further information. John confesses, but ultimately decides against it when Danforth 
demands he incriminate others. With no confession, Proctor and Rebecca Nurse are taken away to the gallows. 
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18                A Designer’s Perspective
Charlie Calvert is the set designer for Tour 70. This is Charlie’s first 
tour with National Players, but Olney Theatre Center audiences will 
recognize his work from Dial M for Murder, Fickle: A Fancy French 
Farce, and The Tempest.  Other regional credits include Blithe Spirit, 
Love’s Labour’s Lost, Henry VIII, The Learned Ladies, Our Town, 
Arms and the Man, Noises Off, The Compleat Works of Wllm Shk-
spr (abridged) and Comedy of Errors at The Shakespeare Theatre of 
New Jersey, Next to Normal at Charleston Stage Company and The 
Royale and Glengarry Glen Ross at PURE Theatre. Charlie received his MFA in set design from 
NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts and serves on the faculty of College of Charleston’s Department of 
Theatre and Dance.

What are a set designer’s main responsibilities?
In a nutshell, the set designer is responsible for creating an environment for the play - the world of the play, 
if you will. I explain it to my students in a slightly different way. I tell them that the set designer creates a 
world in which the play can take place. I think this leaves it more open to varying approaches and allows for 
some freedom of creativity.

How would you describe the National Players’ aesthetic?
Since this is my first experience with the Players’ tour, I think I’m still finding out. But I love the stripped 
down quality of the work. I mean “stripped down” in a good way. It seems that everything about the Players 
is about peeling away the layers to find the essence of the piece. This happens in the scenery by choosing 
to use only what is necessary and by creating a space that isn’t filled with unessential details--only what’s 
important to tell the story.

How is the collaborative nature of National Players unique?
Again, I think I’m still discovering this, but I haven’t often had experiences with this “troupe”  
mentality--where there is less specialization and everyone is pitching in to their part. It’s really neat and kind 
of a romantic idea reminiscent of turn of the century theatre groups. 

The collaboration in the creative process is also great. I attribute that to Jason King Jones. As I see more and 
more theatre companies fail to really embrace truly collaborative projects, Jason always tries to make sure 
everyone is always communicating with each other. And that the costume designer is contributing to the 
scene design, and the scene design is contributing to the lighting design. This is especially important with 
the touring nature of the Players.

Can you walk us through a brief timeline of your design process? 
After reading the play a few times, I’ll always have a quick chat with the director to listen to thoughts about 
the overall vision of the piece. Then, I’ll spend a great deal of time on the next step--the Visual Research. 
This is the most important step for me. It’s the one that sets the tone for everything else that happens after it.

After that, there really is no prescribed method to what happens. Every show is different, so I may do some 
sketches or maybe some collages--anything that will push the process along. 

For Tour 70, I jumped right in to a model that I sent to OTC. Since each show had the same unit set to play 
with, I wanted the directors to be able to have the model with them to play around with some different 
configurations.

The most important thing to keep in mind about a design process is that it is not linear. We constantly have 
to go back and repeat steps all along the way--especially the research part.





The Crucible has never been more relevant. 

Yes, Arthur Miller wrote it 65 years ago about a series of events that occurred in 
the 17th Century, but the play’s themes resonate with deafening clarity in America’s 
present moment. Many of us are familiar with the House UnAmerican Activities 
Committee and the terror Joseph McCarthy brought upon Hollywood actors, playwrights, and directors--de-
manding that artists identify colleagues they thought to be Communists, or face career-ending blacklisting. 
Working in Hollywood at the time, Miller wrote The Crucible as a metaphor for the McCarthy hearings and the 
intense fear they created: fear that enemies were lurking in plain sight, fear that America’s identity as a nation 
was threatened from within, fear that the innocent were getting sucked into the vortex of McCarthy’s witch hunt.

Arthur Miller gives us John Proctor to stand up to the tyranny of his own witch trials, but in our world today, 
I’m thinking more about Salem’s young women and the collective power they discover within themselves during 
these extraordinary circumstances. Salem’s community was based on a Puritanical sect of Christianity: it was rig-
idly patriarchal, consolidating the power of the community to the adult male landowners. If you were a woman, 
without land, mentally unwell, suffered from any kind of addiction, or were (perish the thought) not a Christian, 
you were powerless in Salem. But the mere accusation of witchcraft--a fear that was very real and doctrinally 
believed--gave the young women of Salem a stunning and disturbing level of control.

In the first scene we learn that the girls and young women of Salem were caught dancing in the forest and exper-
imenting with Tituba’s Vodou practices, flouting a host of religious and social rules. Faced with punishment and 
risking the revelation of even darker truths to be revealed, Abigail Williams constructs a shocking lie: witches 
have infiltrated Salem. As the lie of witchcraft spreads throughout Salem, the young women discover their power 
and mount a revolution, taking revenge on those who have abused them or shamed them and terrorized the 
innocent along the way. In no way am I excusing the lies told by children in this play; rather, I am recognizing 
how those who feel powerless, when given power in a paranoid society, can sweep up the guilty and innocent in 
its wake. 

I believe we are in the midst of a gigantic cultural reckoning, one as yet unresolved. Americans across the politi-
cal system have felt disempowered by events of the past few years, and that sense of disempowerment has led to a 
host of movements, including the Tea Party, Black Lives Matter, Me Too, and #NeverAgain. Each of these polit-
ically and socially disparate movements fit a larger pattern, demanding recognition of injustice and demanding 
action that will change the way we function in society. I see all these these movements as pieces of a greater 
reckoning that will continue to radically transform the landscape of American society. 

And that’s why this play matters today. Because it forces us to grapple with the complex humanity of the people 
at the heart of a cultural reckoning. It reminds us that there are human costs to all the screaming, the yelling, 
and the accusations flying across our television screens and social media feeds. It reminds us that we all still have 
a great deal of work to do to improve our society and ourselves, and it implores us work together to enact that 
change with care, with compassion and with each other.  

Why this play now: 

the Crucible in 2018-19
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21Other thoughts from the director

Before You Watch: Theatre Etiquette
Coming to the theatre involves a more active form of participation than other types of entertainment, such as film or 
television. Theatre is a two-way art form: the performers and audience feed off each other, so the more energy coming 
from the spectators, the greater the experience will be for everyone. That said, a certain degree of respect and deco-
rum is necessary for the actors to perform their very best. This etiquette guide is designed to help you enjoy this artistic 
experience as much as possible, whether this is your first or fiftieth time watching a live performance:

DO respond to the onstage action with applause and laughter. Performers feed off your energy, so feel free 
to engage with them as much as possible.

DON’T speak aloud or whisper to your neighbor during the show; there will be plenty of time for discus-
sion after the performance, and you run the risk of distracting the actors from their work.

DO turn off your cell phone and similar devices before the performance begins.

DON’T check your phone during the performance. Even if you have your device on silent, the bright light 
can be a distraction for the performers. 

DO use to the restroom before the performance. If you must leave the theatre in the middle of the show, be 
as quiet and respectful as possible.

I wrote the revious to be included in the program of Olney Theatre Center’s production of The Cruciblewhich 
ran in the spring of 2018.  My thoughts about the play and its relevance continue to develop. We consider the 
musings above and below as a place to begin our exploration, not an anchor to keep us in port. 

The people of Salem lived a majority of their lives in isolation, with rigid rules regarding how to live based on 
their dogmatic view of The Bible. This was a community without money, but with land; it was close to met-
ropolitan centers, but not easily accessible; they were a community but had invisible walls up that separated 
them. All of this adds to the hysteria of the play, which is the result of a lack of understanding of how people 

itself as fear: of witchcraft, of the devil, of your neighbor. What are each of these characters afraid of? Are any 
of these people truly evil? What is the essence of evil, where does it come from, and how does it manifest? 

This is also, as mentioned in the note above, a play about power. What happens when people with no power 

elders listened to the young women, rather than seeing them simply as innocent things who could be corrupted 
-

ed from a group? What makes people feel the need to exclude others? The topic of inclusion can make people 
uncomfortable; why is that? Why is exclusion a more navigable route?

This exclusivity is directly paralleled today: people are able to grab onto an idea and run with it without ev-

works hard to build bridges, but this story is one of tearing those bridges down and keeping people isolated. 
This production is designed to be toured across the country. The audiences we will serve may well identify with 
these characters in ways we don’t, so it’s important to be mindful of that in preparation for this piece and in our 
performances, talkbacks, and workshops. What will fundamental Christians think of this play? Where might 

women in the show, who took desperate actions when they felt a lack of agency? As we explore the play, we also 
must explore our audiences: where are their invisible walls? Why do those walls exist?

This play is a parable about our times, based on historical events. We know that the events of the HUAC hearings 
and the Salem Witch Trials were aberrations and that people knew they’d made mistakes afterwards, but these 
people couldn’t admit it whilst in the middle of the event. Yet they knew their actions would directly or indirectly 
lead to the deaths of innocent people. What happens to us when we know that we’ve made a wrong choice that 
we’re living in the middle of? 



Write Your Own Scene: 

Contemporary issues in historical contexts

22Further Exploration

OBJECTIVE: Students will be able to utilize historical events and information to discuss modern issues and 
events in new ways. They will be able to discuss issues they are passionate about, discover more about United 
States history, and flex their creative writing muscles.

SUPPLIES NEEDED: For research, a computer with internet access, or history books, newspapers, and other 
research documents & materials. For writing, a computer with a word processing app, or paper and writing uten-
sils.

1. Talk about how Arthur Miller used the Salem Witch Trials to refer to events happening in the present day. 
Even though the House Un-American Activities Committee and the Trials were three centuries apart, what 
were the parallels?

2. As a class, discuss the artistic liberties taken by Miller. Topics can include: 
 What aspects were changed? Why do you think they were? Were they done only to make the story more  
 acceptable to audiences? To simplify the production? Did he change aspects of the story to match his own 
 life experiences? 

3. Have students choose a recent event or phenomenon to view through the lens of a past event, movement, etc. 
This should be something they disagree with or would like to draw attention to (or both), and feel there is a 
strong comparison to previous events in American history.

4. Students should now research past events in American history that compare to the contemporary issue they 
have chosen to focus on.

5. Once students feel they have ample research, it’s time for them to write their scene. Some things to consider: 
 a. Their scene should feature at least two characters, and be set around the historical event and in the  
 time period they focused on. 
 b. The language of the play can be entirely contemporary, period, or some combination of both - what the  
 playwright feels would better serve the story. 
 c. As Miller did take artistic liberties, students can take minor liberties as well, so long as it doesn’t change  
 the story from ‘Creative Nonfiction’ into an entirely fictional story. These liberties can include things as  
 simple as consolidating personalities (similar to using Hathorne & Danforth to represent a large number  
 of judges), adjusting agesor characteristics (making John Proctor middle-aged as opposed to a senior  
 citizen), or even just incorporating personal experiences into the story.

6.     As an added exercise, students can cast, rehearse, and perform their scenes in class.





Groupthink: The Detrimental 

nature of in-group thinking and 

social Pressures
OBJECTIVE: Students will be able to understand the danger of ‘Groupthink’ and 
mass social hysteria. They will experience firsthand the danger that comes from suppressing dissenting view-
points in favor of a group consensus.

SUPPLIES NEEDED: A deck of cards, or the supplies here. A hat/bowl/bag containing each student’s name on 
a slip of paper. Paper dollars, which can be found on page 26 or can be substituted with a handmade dollar or 
Monopoly money. If a deck of cards is unavailable,  you can download a printable PDF of a playing card deck at 
https://www.printableboardgames.net/preview/Playing_Card_Deck. 

NOTE: Due to the nature of this activity, students should not be given any background information prior to the 
activity. They should experience the activity before having any discussion of what “Groupthink’ is.

This activity is twofold. The first piece is to effectively create tension and divides in the group over minute details. 
The second piece is to show the danger of allowing those tensions and divides to dominate a society, 

Part One: Creating the In-Group
1. Distribute one card from the deck to each student. There should be an even split of red & black cards, and 

each of the four suits should be distributed evenly. Both number and face cards should be distributed, but 
they don’t have to be equal.

2. Have students form small groups of 3 or 4. Try to spread out the cards (e.g. so there isn’t a group of four red 
face cards

3. Distribute paper dollars to each group, three for each student (i.e. a group of three gets 9 dollars total, a group 
of four gets 12).

4. Students should now decide how to divide the dollars between them. If necessary, make sure to note that 
the playing card they have should have no bearing on how much money they take. Each group should work 
towards the common good

5. After a few minutes of deliberating, or when the money has been divided, alert the students that there are 
two different tiers of cards: Tier 1, or the Uppermost Tier, are black cards. Tier 2, the lower tier, are the red 
cards. The top tier is considered more important in this society. Have the students again distribute the money 
between them. There is no qualifier for who gets what amount other than the color of the card.

6. After a few minutes of deliberating, or when the money has been divided, alert the students that there is a 
new set of tiers, this time divided by card suits. While this maintains the red/black divide, this new divide is 
more important and creates a new tier system. So, the new tier system is: 1-Clubs, 2-Spades, 3-Diamonds, 
4-Hearts

7. After a few minutes of deliberating, or when the money has been divided, tell the class that there is a new set 
of divides, based on the value of the card. Again, while this does not stop any previous divides, they are more 
important in tiering people. The new tier system is: 1-Club face cards, 2-Spade face cards, 3-Diamond face-
cards, 4-Heart face cards, 5-Club number cards, 6-Spade number cards, 7-Diamond number cards, 8-Heart 
number cards. 

8. After a few minutes of deliberating, or when the money has been divided, have the students break from their 
groups and create one large group again. However much money they have from their group they should 
bring with them. If the group was unable to reach a decision, for now the money is distributed evenly be-
tween them and they return to their seats.
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Part Two: The In-Group
1. Tell students that now, they are again one group working toward a common 

good.  
But, two students have committed an unspecified crime. They may have com-
mitted said crime together, or separately. Randomly select two people from a 
hat. Announce them to the class--for these instructions, they will be called 1A 
& 1B. 

2. 1A & 1B have been anonymously accused of crimes in the society. They will be 
exiled from the society and their money lost, and they cannot defend them-
selves in any way. Instead of a defense, they have the chance to claim innocence 
and accuse two other students, one each, of the crime. For these instructions, they will be called 2A & 2B. 
These accusations should be based on past behavior in the group activity, and any type of behavior can be 
used (e.g. because they had a face card and tried taking too much money, they had a low value heart card and 
wanted a fair split, they were an average tiered card but did nothing to help solve an argument). They cannot 
talk of their own behavior, though. After the accusations, 1A & 1B can then no longer speak.

3. 2A & 2B are allowed to justify why 1A & 1B committed the crime. But, they cannot defend themselves. After 
this, 2A & 2B can no longer speak. 
 NOTE: If it is beneficial to the argument, while they can’t accuse each other, students can also try to  
 throw blame to the other member of their pair. For instance, 1A cannot accuse 1B of the crime they have  
 already been accused of, but they can try to pin blame on 1B in addition to the student they accused.  
 Likewise, 2A cannot accuse 2B, but they can make the case against 2B stronger.

4. After the four students have been identified and silenced, the rest of the group must now vote on which two 
people to exile. It can be any combination of the four, it doesn’t matter how or when they were accused. The 
vote, though, must be unanimous. If the vote is unanimous, skip to step 16.

5. If the first vote is not unanimous, students may discuss and justify their positions, explain why they voted as 
they did, and try to convince others to join their side. They have 5 minutes with which to do so.

6. Before the final vote, tell the students that the vote must be unanimous. If it is not, majority rule will have 
their plan enacted. Additionally, anybody who votes in the minority will be exiled from the society and 
stripped of their money. If there is an even tie in votes, all members of society will be exiled and lose their 
money.

7. Have the final vote. 
8. All students who have been exiled must forfeit their money. If it was not unanimous, any person who voted 

in the minority is now exiled and forfeits their money. They can no longer speak or participate in society 
discussions.

9. Draw another name from the hat. It should be somebody who hasn’t been exiled. If an exile’s name is drawn, 
draw again until a non-exile is found. All the money forfeited will either be given to this person, or distribut-
ed even among the group.

10. Students have two minutes to discuss if this is fair or not. After two minutes, all discussion must end.
11. Before the vote, tell the students that again, it must be unanimous. If not, any minority vote will be exiled, 

and their money will be distributed evenly among those who voted in the majority. If it is a tie, again all stu-
dents will be exiled, and money forfeited.

12. Have the vote.
13. Exile those who voted in the minority, and redistribute the money accordingly.

Discussion 
The activity is now over. Facilitate a discussion about the activity. Key points include:

• Who ended up with the most money? Who had the least (that wasn’t exiled)? Was it dictated entirely 
by chance? Were they a face card of clubs so they started with the most already?

• How did the majority/minority rules feel? What happened when dissenting/minority voices were 
threatened with exile? Was it beneficial to the whole group, or exclusively to the majority?
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Affidavit (69)   a written statement confirmed by oath or affirmation for  
   use as evidence in court

Base (48)   having or showing little or no honor, courage, or decency

Befouled (98)   made dirty, polluted

Contempt (47)  the offense of being disobedient to or disrespectful of a  
   court of law and its officers

Desperate (3)   referring to a desperate or delicate position

Discomfits (26)  make someone feel uneasy or embarrassed

Greatcoats (100)  a large overcoat typically made of wool, designed for warmth and protection against the 
   weather

As God have… Joshua to stop this sun from rising (105) a biblical allusion to Joshua, before the Battle of 
        Jericho, praying to God to give them a few more 
        hours of darkness in order to win the war

Glossary 27

Incubi (25)   a male demon believed to have sexual intercourse with women 

Intimations (7)  an indication or hint; or the act of making something known, especially in an indirect way

Lechery (65)   excessive or offensive sexual desires, lustfulness 

Lynn (69)   a city approximately ten miles north of Boston, colloquially referred to as the City of Sin 
   for its historic reputation of crime and vice
Marblehead (69)  once a major shipyard, now a coastal resort town in Essex County, Massachusetts

Official (38)   perhaps self-appointed, Mary Warren says that she has power in the court and must 
   attend, though it is unclear what position she is claiming to occupy 

“The Old Boy” (22)  a slang term for the Devil

Prodigious (17)  could refer to 1) remarkably or impressively great in size, degree, or extent; 
   or 2) unnatural or abnormal

Providence (6)  the protective care of God or of nature as a spiritual power; or, timely preparation for 
   future eventualities

Pulpit (3)   physically, any raised platform in a church or chapel from which a preacher delivers a 
   sermon; spiritually it refers to the teachings from those sermons

Quail (99)   to lose courage, decline, fail





Resources 29

Books

The Devil in the Shape of a Woman: Witchcraft in Colonial New England, by Carol 
F. Karlsen; W.W. Norton & Company, 1987
The Devil Within: Possession and Exorcism in the Christian West, by Brian P. Le-
vack; Yale University Press, 2013
Reds: McCarthyism in Twentieth-Century America, by Ted Morgan; Random 
House, Inc., 2003
The Salem Witch Trials: A Day-by-Day Chronicle of a Community Under Siege, by Marilynne K. Roach; Cooper 
Square Press, 2002
The Witches: Suspicion, Betrayal, and Hysteria in 1692 Salem, by Stacy Schiff; Back Bay Books, 2016

Websites 

On witchcraft: 
http://www.malleusmaleficarum.org/ 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/25929/25929-pdf.pdf

On Arthur Miller and The Crucible:
https://www.thedailybeast.com/him-too-how-arthur-miller-smeared-marilyn-monroe-and-invented-the-myth-
of-the-male-witch-hunt
https://www.neh.gov/about/awards/jefferson-lecture/arthur-miller-biography
https://www.biography.com/people/arthur-miller-9408335
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Arthur-Miller-American-playwright

On the importance of this play today:
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/22/theater/gender-stereotypes-carousel-my-fair-lady-pretty-woman.html

Video

Witches: A Century of Murder, available at https://www.netflix.com/watch/80118891?trackId=13752289&tctx-
=0%2C0%2Cb66d3638-8fbc-4e6e-875e-48d0a410b144-164096927




