
Honors English 10  |  Summer Reading 

The Crucible 
Background: 
 

The Crucible is a 1952 play by the American playwright Arthur Miller. It is a dramatization of the Salem witch  
trials that took place in the Province of Massachusetts Bay during 1692 and 1693. In the small village of Salem,  
a collection of girls fell ill, falling victim to hallucinations and seizures. In extremely religious Puritan New  
England, frightening or surprising occurrences were often attributed to the devil or his cohorts. The  
unfathomable sickness spurred fears of witchcraft, and it was not long before the girls, and then many other  
residents of Salem, began to accuse other villagers of consorting with devils and casting spells. Old grudges and 
jealousies spilled out into the open, fueling the atmosphere of hysteria. The Massachusetts government and  
judicial system, heavily influenced by religion, rolled into action. Within a few weeks, dozens of people were  
in jail on charges of witchcraft. By the time the fever had run its course, in late August 1692, nineteen people  
(and two dogs) had been convicted and hanged for witchcraft. 
 

More than two centuries later drawing on research conducted as an undergraduate in college, Miller  
composed one of his most famous works, The Crucible. The play is intended to serve as an allegory  
of McCarthyism, a time when the US government blacklisted accused communists. Led by  
Senator McCarthy, special congressional committees conducted highly controversial investigations  
intended to root out Communist sympathizers in the United States. As with the alleged  
witches of Salem, suspected Communists were encouraged to confess and to identify other  
“Red sympathizers” as means of escaping punishment. The policy resulted in a whirlwind of  
accusations and what Miller perceived to be a modern day “witch hunt,” so to speak. 
 

Task: 
 

Before you begin to read Miller’s work, you will need to complete a pre-reading assignment that will  
help to provide more context for the play. To fully understand the meaning of the text and the  
author’s purpose for writing it, it is necessary to have background knowledge about the time period in  
which the play is set, as well as the time period in which the work was written. Additionally, there  
will be a post reading assignment for you to complete after reading play to reflect on the text  
as a whole and how it fits into the scope of our nation’s history and society today. 
 

You will also be reading Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 during the school year and be asked to make connections to your summer reading, 
so it is important that you actually read the play (not skim Sparknotes) in order to be successful. It may be helpful to consult Sparknotes 
and/or Shmoop at the end of each act to ensure that you fully comprehended all that is presented in each section of the text. The analysis 
section of Sparknotes will also provide you with further explanation of your reading to help you be successful on any assignments for the 
play and eventually your final summer reading test. 
 

If you have questions as you are reading, email me (KischukS@epcusd401.org); I am more than happy to field questions throughout the 
summer. Also, consult the class website ( www.wix.com/Kischuk/English ). Here you will find the other online resources mentioned,  
which will be invaluable to you as you begin your reading. Be ready to discuss the work upon your return to school. 
 

Assessment: 
 

All of your summer reading work combined will account for 15% of your semester grade. During the first week of school, all students will 
take a test over Brave New World and The Crucible. At this time, students will also turn in their Brave New World and The Crucible summer 
reading assignments. Then, during the first week of class (either first or second semester depending on scheduling), students will work in 
groups to complete a project that will act as a summative assessment for Brave New World and lead into our first unit of study for the year 
Fahrenheit 451.  
 

Due Date: 
 

Brave New World & Crucible Assignments: August 20, 2012 
 

Summer Reading Test: August 20, 2012 
 

Brave New World Project: TBD (in class) 
 

Anyone who fails to turn in work and/or take the test by this date, will earn a zero for those portions of the 
summer reading grade. This means that your semester grade will automatically drop one full letter grade. Make sure 
you stay on top of your work throughout the summer—don’t put this off until a week before school starts! 
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Pre-Reading Assignment 
Part I: Witchcraft in Puritan New England 
 

Directions: Read the article below and highlight important key concepts as you read. This information will be included on your summer 
reading test. 
 

In 1650, when the Puritans left England and set off to seek religious freedom in America, the fear of witchcraft was 
very real. For thousands of years, Satan was blamed for any and all oddities or mysteries in life; anyone who was in 
opposition to the concepts or ideas of Christianity was said to be connected to Satan and his evil work, and 
therefore considered a heretic. 
 

Under the duress of extreme torture, many accused heretics “confessed” to flying on poles, practicing magic, 
engaging in sexual misconduct, and seeing Satan in various forms. In 1487, the Malleus Maleficarum (Hammer of 
Witches) was published, and quickly became the official text for the detection and persecution of witches. The 
Malleus Maleficarum told tales of women (the weaker and less intellectual beings, according to the text) who, under 
the influence of the Devil, had sexual intercourse with demons, killed babies, destroyed crops, and caused general 
mayhem. Witches were blamed for unexpected deaths, natural disasters, sterility, sick livestock, and even strange 
weather. Also within the text were methods for prosecuting a witch, including stripping the accused and inspecting 
the body for signs such as unusual birthmarks (believed to be the Devil’s mark). When the Malleus Maleficarum was 
written, the idea of witchcraft was not popularly accepted, but the text quickly convinced many of the threat and 
danger of witches. 
 

Between 1500 and 1650, approximately 70,000 accused witches were executed throughout Europe—approximately 
eighty percent of whom were women. Those who were accused were usually social outcasts, elderly women, single 
mothers, widows, the disabled, the poor, husbands of the accused, and those who publicly denied the existence of 
witches. The most prevalent times these “witch-hunts” occurred throughout history were times of political and 
social strife. People wanted someone to blame for their misfortune, and would literally hunt down their scapegoats. 
 

The accused were guilty until proven innocent. The courts of New England recognized two forms of evidence of 
witchcraft: either an eyewitness account or a confession. Since very few confessed of their own will, torture was 
used to coerce a confession. The accused was jailed, then subjected to several forms of torture to elicit a confession.  
Some of the torture devices included: 
 

• Strappado— The accused was bound and hung by her arms, which were tied behind her back. Weights 
were often hung from her feet to increase the pain, and usually caused her arms to break at her shoulders. 

• Swimming—It was believed that a witch would not sink in water. The accused was tied up and thrown into 
a lake or pond; a witch would float, and the innocent would sink. Many drowned as a result.  

• Ordeal by Fire—The defendant was forced to carry or walk on hot coals. The burns were wrapped and 
treated. After three days, upon examination of the wounds, if there was an open sore, the defendant was 
found guilty. 

• Ordeal by Water—The defendant was forced to repeatedly place her arm in a pot of boiling water. Again, 
if there was still evidence of the burn after three days, she was found guilty of being a witch. 

• Thumbscrews—The accused’s thumbs were place in a vice and crushed incrementally to extract a 
confession. 

• Pricking—Since it was a widely held belief that witches did not bleed, those who were accused were 
subjected to hundreds of pin pricks or cuts, as the court diligently looked for the absence of blood. 

• The Rack—The accused was laid on a large board of wood with her hands and feet tied. As the accusers 
tried to extract a confession, her arms and ankles were pulled in opposite directions, often resulting in 
dislocation of the limbs. 

 

Under these various forms of torture, many falsely confessed to practicing witchcraft. After the courts had 
a confession, trials resumed, and the witches who were found guilty (as were all who confessed) were 
publicly hanged or burned at the stake. 
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Pre-Reading Assignment 
Part II: The Red Scare & McCarthy Trials 
 

Directions: Read the article below and highlight important key concepts as you read. This information will be included on your summer 
reading test. 
 

In 1950, Arthur Miller wrote The Crucible as a parallel between the Salem witch trials and the current events that 
were spreading throughout the United States at the time. A similar “witch-hunt” was happening in the United 
States—and this time, the accused were those who were a part of the Communist Party or were Communist 
sympathizers. 
 
Shortly after the end of World War I, a “Red Scare” took hold of the nation. Named after the red flag of the 
U.S.S.R. (now Russia), the “Reds” were seen as a threat to the democracy of the United States. Fear, paranoia, and 
hysteria gripped the nation, and many innocent people were questioned and then jailed for expressing any view 
which was seen as anti-Democratic or anti-American. 
 
In June of 1940, Congress passed the Alien Registration Act, which required anyone who was not a legal resident of 
the United States to file a statement of their occupational and personal status, which included a record of their 
political beliefs. The House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), which was established in 1938, had the 
job of investigating those who were suspected of overthrowing or threatening the democracy of the U.S. As the 
Alien Registration Act gathered the information, the HUAC began hunting down those who were believed to be a 
threat to American beliefs. 
 
The HUAC established that Communist beliefs were being spread via mass media. At this time, movies were 
becoming more liberal, and therefore, were believed to be a threat; many felt that Hollywood was attempting to 
propagandize Communist beliefs. In September of 1947, the House Un-American Activities Committee 
subpoenaed nineteen witnesses (most of whom were actors, directors, and writers) who had previously refused 
comment, claiming their Fifth Amendment rights. Eleven of the 17 were called to testify; only one actually spoke on 
the stand—the remaining ten refused to speak and were labeled the “Hollywood Ten.” 
 
After these infamous ten refused to speak, executives from the movie industry met to decide how to best handle the 
bad press. They decided to suspend all ten without pay. Although the initial intention was to save their box office 
reputation, what eventually resulted was a decade-long blacklist. Hundreds of people who worked in the industry 
were told to point the finger naming those who had any affiliation with the Communist party. As a result, over 200 
people lost their jobs and were unable to find anyone who would hire them. The Communist witch-hunt ruined the 
careers of hundreds, and ruined the reputation of hundreds more. 
 
In February of 1950, a Republican senator from Wisconsin named Joseph McCarthy claimed to have a list of over 
200 card-carrying members of the Communist party. By 1951, a new flourish of accusations began and a new wave 
were subpoenaed to “name names”—to snitch on those who were Communists or believed to be Communist 
sympathizers. Later, the terms McCarthy Trials and McCarthyism were coined, which described the anti-Communist 
movement and trials of the 1950s. Arthur Miller wrote The Crucible in 1953, after witnessing first-hand the modern 
witch-hunt that had taken place in the United States. Miller wrote the controversial play as an allegory, a play which 
represents something much deeper. In this case, the story is about the Salem witch trials of the 1690s, but warns of 
history repeating these tragic events in the 1950s.  
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Pre-Reading Assignment 
Part III: Historical Accuracy 
 

Directions: Read the passage below and then answer the questions that follow; be sure to be specific and detailed with your responses and 
use complete sentences. Use another sheet of paper if you need more space to respond. 
 

Before the text of the play begins, Arthur Miller included the following note on the historical accuracy of 
his play: 
 

This play is not history in the sense in which the word is used by the academic historian. Dramatic purposes 
have sometimes required many characters to be fused into one; the number of girls involved in the “crying out” has been 
reduced; Abigail’s age has been raised; while there were several judges of almost equal authority, I have symbolized 
them all in Hathorne and Danforth. However, I believe that the reader will discover here the essential nature of one of 
the strangest and most awful chapters of human history. The fate of each character is exactly that of his historical 
model, and there is no one in the drama who did not play a similar—and in some cases exactly the same—role in 
history.  
 

As for the characters of the persons, little is known about most of them excepting what may be surmised from 
a few letters, the trial record, certain broadsides written at the time, and references to their conduct in sources of varying 
reliability. They may therefore be taken as creations of my own, drawn to the best of my ability in conformity with 
their known behavior, except as indicated in the commentary I have written for this text. 
 

1. What do you think Miller meant when he wrote, “This play is not history in the sense in which the word is used 
by the academic historian”? In what sense of “history” do you think the play was written? Why? 

 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. In what medium have you seen the concept “based on a true story”? What does this phrase mean? Why do you 
think authors and screenwriters might alter “history” or true events? 

 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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3. What does Miller mean when he says that he has “symbolized them all in Hathorne and Danforth”? Why do 
you think Miller did this? 

 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. Miller states that “The fate of each character is exactly that of his historical model.” What does Miller mean by 
this statement? 

 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Why did Miller have a difficult time creating the characters exactly as they were in real life? 
 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. What does Miller mean by the phrase “sources of varying reliability”? Why might this be a problem for Miller 
and historians alike? 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. Overall, what is the message Miller wants the reader to understand from this note on the historical accuracy of 
the play? Why do you think he included this note in the text of the play? What do you think might have been 
the result if he had not included this note? 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________
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Post Reading Assignment 
 

Directions: Read the attached Marc Aronson excerpt and then answer the questions below.  
 

1. Aronson discusses several theories of scholars regarding why the Salem witch trials took place. Explain the 
theory do you find most plausible and discuss why. 

 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Which of the theories seems least plausible? Explain. 
 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Do Arthur Miller’s historical inaccuracies detract from the message the play is intended to convey? Explain. 
 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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4. Aronson states, “Miller’s creation” of The Crucible is “more relevant to young people now, in the wake of the 
September 11 attacks.” Do you agree with this statement? Is The Crucible relevant to contemporary readers? Is a 

modern-day witch hunt realistic in our society today? Explain. 
 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. What message or theme can we take away from our reading of The Crucible? What lesson is there behind the 
actions that take place in the play? Explain.  

 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________
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Study Guide Questions 
** These questions will help give you focus as you read and also ensure that you comprehend each act; this will be helpful for the summer 

reading test. Completing these questions is optional and will not be collected for a grade** 
Act I 
1. What is wrong with Betty Parris? 
2. How does Tituba react to Betty’s condition? 
3. What news does Susanna bring from the doctor? 
4. What rumor is circulating about Betty? 
5. How does Abigail initially defend the girls’ behavior in the woods? 
6. Why is Reverend Parris so worried about his reputation? 
7. What did Parris see in the woods? 
8. What does Abigail claim is the reason she was discharged from the Proctor household? 
9. In what condition is Ruth Putnam? 
10. Briefly describe Thomas Putnam. 
11. Why did Mrs. Putnam enlist Tituba’s help? 
12. Why did Abigail drink blood? 
13. How does Abigail threaten the other girls? 
14. Briefly describe John Proctor. 
15. What happens when John and Abigail are left alone? 
16. What does Rebecca Nurse say about Betty and Ruth’s sickness? 
17. Why is Reverend Parris dissatisfied with his job in Salem? 
18. About what are Proctor and Putnam fighting? 
19. Describe Reverend Hale. For what reason has he been called to Salem? 
20. What is Giles Corey’s complaint about his wife? 
21. Why does Tituba finally “confess”? What do you think of her actions? What do you think will happen as a result? 
22. Why do you think the girls begin their accusations when they could have just let Tituba take the blame for everything? 
23. What does the girls’ behavior tell you about the youth of Salem? 
 

Act II 
1. What is the mood at the beginning of Act Two? Why? 
2. What do we learn about John and Elizabeth’s relationship at the beginning of the act? 
3. What does Mary give Elizabeth? 
4. What news does Mary Warren bring from court? 
5. What does Elizabeth mean when she says: “Oh, the noose, the noose is up!” 
6. What does Elizabeth want John to do in town? What will everyone find out if he does this? 
7. Why has Reverend Hale come to the Proctor house? 
8. To what is John referring when he says: “…it tells me that a minister may pray to God without he have golden candlesticks upon the altar.” 
9. What does Hale ask John to do? What happens? 
10. What is ironic about this omission? 
11. What news do Giles Corey and Frances Nurse tell John Proctor? 
12. On what basis are they accused? 
13. What is the significance of the poppet? How does this serve as “proof” for Elizabeth’s accusation? 
14. What does John mean when he says “I’ll tell you what’s walking in Salem—vengeance is walking in Salem”? 
 

Act III 
1. When the act begins, who is on the stand, and of what is she accused? 
2. Who bursts into court, and why? 
3. What does Mary Warren tell the court? 
4. What does Cheever say that Proctor did when they came to arrest Elizabeth Proctor? 
5. What do we learn about Elizabeth Proctor? 
6. How many people signed the deposition? Who are the people who signed, and to what are they testifying? 
7. Why is Giles Corey arrested? 
8. How many death warrants has Hale signed? 
9. What do the men of the court want Mary Warren to do on command? 
10. What does Proctor confess? 
11. What does Proctor say about his wife that eventually works against him? 
12. What do the girls pretend to see in the courtroom? 
13. What does Mary claim Proctor made her do? 
14. What does Hale do at the end of the act? Why? 
15. In our court system today, the accused is innocent until proven guilty. In what ways does the court of Salem ignore the “innocent until proven guilty”  
      clause? 
16. If you were a lawyer defending one of the accused today, what arguments would you make to defend your client? Compose a one-page speech which  
      defends the innocence of John Proctor. Be sure to use examples from the text to make your case. 
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Act IV 
1. What is Reverend Hale doing at the jailhouse? 
2. What is happening to the farms and animals in the town of Salem? Why do you think this is happening? 
3. What has happened to Abigail and Mercy Lewis? 
4. What happened in the town of Andover? Why is Parris afraid of this news? 
5. What does Parris suggest to Danforth? Why does he make this suggestion? 
6. What other indications does Hale give that the town is falling apart? 
7. What does Hale mean when he says, “There is blood on my head! Can you not see the blood on my head”? 
8. Why does Danforth refuse to postpone the executions? 
9. How long has passed since the trials first began? 
10. What do Hale and Danforth beg Elizabeth to do? Why? 
11. What does Elizabeth say happened to Giles Corey? 
12. What has Proctor been contemplating doing? What is Elizabeth’s response to this? 
13. What do Danforth and Parris plan to do with Proctor’s confession? 
14. Why does Proctor refuse to sign the confession? 
15. What does he do with the confession, and what happens to him as a result? 
16. What does Elizabeth mean by: “He have his goodness now. God forbid I take it from him”? 
17. What lessons do you think Arthur Miller wanted readers and audiences to learn from his play? What do you think are the most important themes of  
       the play? 
18. Do you think the story would have been as effective as a novel rather than a play? Why or why not? Why do you think Miller decided to tell the story  
      of the Salem Witch Trials as a play rather than a novel? 


