
The Crucible Plot Summary 

 

Act 1 

In the New England town of Salem, Massachusetts, the minister Reverend Parris is 
kneeling in prayer at the bedside of his daughter Betty, who is in a coma-like state. 
When the reverend’s niece Abigail Williams enters, we learn that the night before, 
Abigail, Betty and a group of girls had gone dancing in the forest with a black slave 
named Tituba, and that Betty had fainted when the reverend discovered them. With 
rumors of witchcraft spreading through the town, Parris has sent for Reverend Hale, 
an expert in the supernatural, to confirm that Betty’s illness is medical rather than 
magical; although Parris insists that he saw Tituba waving her arms over a fire, and 
a girl running naked, Abigail claims that the girls were doing nothing other than 
dancing. 

Thomas and Ann Putnam arrive with news that their daughter Ruth also appears to 
have been bewitched, and Ann admits that she had sent Ruth to Tituba to conjure 
the spirits of her seven dead babies in an attempt to identify their murderer. More of 
Betty’s friends come to see how she is. Parris leaves the bedroom to try to calm the 
crowd that is beginning to gather downstairs, and Betty wakes screaming that Abigail 
had "drank a charm to kill John Proctor’s wife"; Abigail hits her, and warns the girls 
not to admit to anything. Proctor himself then enters, and talks to Abigail alone. We 
learn that until seven months ago she had worked at Proctor’s home, where they had 
engaged in an affair which – though secret to the town – was discovered by his wife 
Elizabeth, leading to Abigail’s dismissal. She still desires Proctor, and admits to him 
that there was no witchcraft, but he tells her forcefully that their relationship is over. 

Betty wakes screaming again, and the crowd below rush upstairs to her room. Their 
debate over whether or not her illness has been caused by witchcraft quickly 
devolves into an argument over various social tensions in Salem, mainly between 
Proctor, Parris, the elderly and quarrelsome Giles Corey, and the wealthy Thomas 
Putnam. Reverend Hale arrives and studies Betty, before questioning Abigail over 
the girls’ visit to the forest the night before. As Hale gets more and more suspicious, 
and his and Parris’ interrogation intensifies, Abigail eventually cries out that Tituba 
had called the Devil and made the girls join in. After more questioning Tituba 
confesses, repents, and begins to accuse other townswomen of having conspired 
with the Devil; Abigail and Betty join in hysterically chanting the names of those they 
claim to have seen with the Devil, and the crowd becomes frenzied. 

 

Act 2 

A week later, at their home, Proctor arrives home late from seeding the farm, and 
Elizabeth tells him that a court has been established to try witches; 14 people are 
already in prison awaiting trial, and will be hanged if they do not confess. When 
Proctor refuses to reveal to the court that Abigail is a fraud, Elizabeth suspects that it 
is because he still has feelings for the girl, and Proctor angrily reprimands his wife for 
having been cold and judgmental since the revelation of his adultery. Mary Warren – 
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the Proctors’ servant and a friend of Abigail’s – arrives home from the court in Salem 
with news that Elizabeth has been accused of witchcraft, and that the allegation was 
only not pursued because Mary attested to her good character. 

Mary is sent to bed, and Reverend Hale arrives to question Proctor and Elizabeth on 
their Christian values, but is interrupted by Giles Corey and Francis Nurse – another 
elderly parishioner – who have come to tell John that their wives have been arrested, 
and are closely followed by officers of the court with a warrant to take Elizabeth. The 
clerk of the court, Ezekiel Cheever, notices a poppet with a pin in it which Mary had 
made for Elizabeth at court that day, but which Cheever takes as proof of witchcraft 
– the charge against Elizabeth is revealed to have come from Abigail, who claimed 
to found a needle stabbed in her stomach. Elizabeth is taken, and Proctor informs 
Mary that – despite her protests – she will be accompanying him to court the 
following day to tell the truth about Abigail and the girls’ lies. 

Act 3 

The next day, at court, Corey and Nurse plead with Judge Hathorne and Deputy-
Governor Danforth for the innocence of their wives, claiming that they have proof 
that the girls are frauds. Proctor arrives with Mary and tells Danforth that she will 
confess that the girls are lying, but the judge suspects that Proctor’s motive may be 
less to free his wife than to undermine the court. Danforth attempts to stop Proctor 
from proceeding by telling him, truthfully, that Elizabeth is pregnant and will not face 
execution, at least until the baby is born, but Proctor persists and Mary testifies. 
Depositions are also contributed by Nurse – who has gathered 91 local signatures in 
support of his, Corey, and Proctor’s wives – and Corey, who claims that Thomas 
Putnam accused local landowner George Jacobs of witchcraft in order to buy up the 
land he would forfeit when hanged. 

The girls are brought in to answer Mary’s accusations that they are lying but the 
feeling in court turns against her when she is unable to simulate fainting as she 
claims to have done in court. All of a sudden the girls begin to claim that Mary is 
bewitching them, and a desperate Proctor reveals his affair with Abigail and points to 
her jealousy of Elizabeth as the motive for her deception. Abigail denies ever having 
slept with Proctor, and Danforth decides to determine the truth by summoning the 
unerringly honest Elizabeth and asking her if Proctor is guilty of lechery. Against her 
natural instinct she lies to preserve Proctor’s honor, and Danforth – despite Hale’s 
protests that it was an understandable deceit – condemns Proctor as a liar. Abigail 
and the girls again accuse Mary of bewitching them, and as their hysteria mounts, 
Mary herself begins to scream and accuses Proctor of being a witch. In a frenzy, 
Proctor furiously rails against the court, and he and Corey are arrested, as Hale 
denounces the proceedings and quits the court. 

 

Act 4 

Months later, the day arrives when Rebecca Nurse and Proctor are to be hanged, 
both having resisted confessing to witchcraft. At the jail, Danforth, Hathorne, and 
Cheever discuss the state of chaos that Salem has fallen into: orphans and livestock 
roam the streets, and parishioners argue over who has a right to the land of the 
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convicted. Parris enters and explains that Hale has returned to try to encourage 
Proctor and Rebecca Nurse’s confessions, to save their lives and protect the court 
from the anger that may follow the hanging of such respected townspeople. Parris 
also admits that he has been made penniless after Abigail fled Salem, having stolen 
all of his money. 

Danforth convinces Elizabeth to persuade Proctor to confess. Proctor and Elizabeth 
share a moment alone and she tells him how Corey was pressed to death by stones 
for refusing to plead either guilty or innocent, thus enabling his sons to still inherit his 
property. Proctor wants to live, and agrees to confess, but changes his mind when 
he learns not only that he must incriminate others, but have his confession made 
public – pinned to the door of the church. He tears up the confession and, despite 
the pleas of Hale and the court officials, follows Rebecca Nurse and others to the 
gallows; the curtain falls as the drumroll that precedes a hanging crashes, offstage. 
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