Why I Wrote The Crucible
An artist’s answer to politics

By Arthur Miller

As I watched The Crucible taking shape as a movie over much of the past year, the sheer depth of time that it represents for me kept returning to mind.  As those powerful actors blossomed on the screen, and the children and the horses, and the crowds and the wagons, I thought again about how I came to cook all this up nearly fifty years ago, in an America almost nobody I know seems to remember clearly…


I remember those years – they formed The Crucible’s skeleton – but I have lost the dead weight of the fear I had then.  Fear doesn’t travel well; just as it can warp judgment, its absence can diminish memory’s truth.  What terrifies one generation is likely to bring only a puzzled smile to the next…


[Senator] McCarthy’s power to stir fears of creeping Communism was not entirely based on illusion of course…From being our wartime ally, the Soviet Union rapidly became an expanding empire.  In 1949, Mao Zedong took power in China.  Western Europe also seemed ready to become Red, especially Italy, where the Communist Party was the largest outside Russia, and was growing…McCarthy – brash and ill-mannered but to many authentic and true – boiled it all down to what anyone could understand:  We had “lost China” and would soon lose Europe as well, because the State Department – staffed, of course, under Democratic presidents – was full of treasonous pro-Soviet intellectuals.  It was as simple as that…


The Crucible was an act of desperation…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…


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, as taken down in a primitive shorthand by ministers who were spelling each other.  But there was one entry in Upham in which the thousands of pieces I had come across were jogged into place.  It was from a report written by the Reverend Samuel Parris, who was one of the chief investigators of the witch-hunt.  “During the examination of Elizabeth Proctor, Abigail Williams, and Ann Putnam” – the two were “afflicted” teen-age accusers, and Abigail was Parris’s niece – “both made offer to strike at said 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 small 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 center of all this turmoil.


All this I understood.  I had not approached the witchcraft out of nowhere or from purely social and political considerations.  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 paralyzing 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.  Moving crabwise across the profusion of evidence, I sensed that I had at last found something of myself in it, and a play began to accumulate around this man.

-from The New Yorker, October 21 and 28, 1996

