“History Time:  Arthur Miller finds inspiration in Salem”

1 The tiny girl lifted her fearful eyes to the solemn men gathered around her in the dank prison cell. Outside, sunny Spring beckoned. March, yielding to April, promised to send tender new shoots of life through the farms and fields of Salem. Inside the gloomy jail, however, the tender face of a child absorbed no ray of mercy from her judges.

2 Trembling, tearful, she held up a finger to show them "a deep red spot, about the bigness of a flea bite"–a wound which convinced them that, indeed, her "familiar" had suckled her. Her judges nodded at this "confession." They concluded the specter of little Dorothy Good had bitten and pinched and afflicted her innocent neighbors, and left satisfied that her imprisonment on suspicion of witchcraft was justified.

3 Month after month, the four-year-old would languish in the noisome prison. Not for her a springtime romp through blossoming fields and laughing breezes. Her mother was taken away to sway at the end of a rope on Salem's busy gallows. 

4 Little Dorothy slowly lost her sanity through that terrible summer and fall. 

5 Centuries later playwright Arthur Miller came to Salem, a "town dribbling away, half-forsaken," liking its “morose and secret air.” He had come to research material for a play he was not sure he wanted to write–"I would not only be writing myself into the wilderness politically but personally as well." Yet, he was sure it needed writing.

6 The "weird" activities of the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) were beginning to "rock" the theatrical community. Alarmingly, “the atmosphere [was] being created, a pall of suspicion reaching out not only to radio and television and movie studios but into Holy Trinity church in Brooklyn Heights, whose minister … was hounded out of his pulpit, and his family out of their home, by an anti-Communist campaign among a divided vestry.” Families were torn from homes both spiritual and physical.

7 The nation was caught in an expanding web of fear, paranoia, and “moral confusion.” Trust in one's self and in one's community–the very anchor of sanity–was falling victim to hysteria, intensifying each passing month.

8 Everywhere, it seemed, stern-faced judges were searching for deep Red spots.

9 Miller feared that if the situation went on unchecked, unchallenged, “we could no longer be a democracy, a system that requires a certain basic trust in order to exist.” He wrote in his autobiography, TimeBends, “what I sought was a metaphor, an image that would spring out of the heart ... a sonorous instrument whose reverberations would penetrate to the center of this miasma.”

10 He examined trial records from 1692 at the Salem courthouse, reading near a tall window in a silent room within sight of "hard silver water." When the courthouse closed at five, he walked along the quiet streets, coming upon a crowd of young people, and was treated to the surprising sight of two giggling girls hopping astride a broomstick. (Surprising, because Salemites did not seem eager to talk about the witchcraft issue at all, remembered Miller.) 

11 The next day, he visited "the little Historical Society building," where "two ancient lady guardians regarded me with steady gazes of submerged surprise." Here he read Charles Wentworth Upham's Salem Witchcraft.

12 As he was leaving at the conclusion of his studies, he saw etchings of the trial scenes hanging on the wall. They seemed to suddenly bring all the pieces together for him.

13 Gradually, "a living connection between myself and Salem, and between Salem and Washington, was made in my mind—for what ever else they might be, I saw that the hearings in Washington were profoundly and even avowedly ritualistic.”

14 Miller's play, The Crucible, was later produced on Broadway. As he had foreseen, "the Salem analogy" to HUAC and McCarthyism elicited "the strongest objection to such a play." Opening night was difficult, and Miller felt that part of the reason was a production style which had "cooled off a very hot play." Yet the inherent allusions were also part and parcel of its rocky reception. "In the lobby at the end, people with whom I had some fairly close professional acquaintanceships passed me by as though I were invisible." 

15 Some of the performances during the run did resonate as he had hoped. During one performance, the audience stood, silently bowing heads when John Proctor was executed on stage. At that moment, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were being electrocuted as Soviet spies.  

16 After its initial run, Miller felt "The Crucible was still another defeat." 

17 Yet he did not regret the writing of it. "I had spoken my piece into the teeth of the gale."

18 When faced with a moral choice, requiring courage of conscience, an effort to "penetrate to the center of a miasma," would you "speak your piece into the teeth of the gale?"
19 A tiny child, lifting her hand through the darkness of a long-ago prison, reaches across the centuries to hear your answer.  



Name(s): _______________________________Class Period: _____ Date: __________

“History Time:  Arthur Miller finds inspiration in Salem”

1) Define “familiar” in paragraph 2.

2) Define “specter” in paragraph 2.

3) Summarize paragraphs 1-4 in 1 to 2 sentences. ________________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4) Define “morose” in paragraph 5.

5) Define “pall” in paragraph 6.

6) Define “vestry” in paragraph 6.

7) Identify the metaphor in paragraph 7.
8) Identify the metaphor in paragraph 8.

9) Define “miasma” in paragraph 9.

10) Define “allusions” in paragraph 14.

11) Define “resonate” in paragraph 15.

12) Identify the metaphor in paragraph 17.

13) Answer the question in paragraph 18. _______________________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

14) What is the effect of starting and ending the article with the story about Dorothy Good? _______ __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
