SALEM JUSTICE

How it Came to Be

After producing several literature-based titles, we wanted to explore a period of the past that deserves a closer look. We considered several different eras, but kept coming back to 17th century Salem, Massachusetts. As children, we had all studied the witch trials in school; however, there was something about these shockingly tragic events that we felt should be examined under a more powerful lens. This episode has been widely neglected and misunderstood, and we felt that a play about two children who lived through it could help children today understand the difficult issues that confronted new American settlers.

Arthur Miller's brilliant play The Crucible is a powerful and sobering look at another shameful period in our nation’s history. Miller addresses American hysteria over the perceived infiltration of Communism into the country's political, social, and cultural structure during the 1950s. The Crucible deals with adult relationships and mature themes; it is not appropriate for the audiences that ArtsPower usually serves. We charged ourselves, therefore, to find a story that would affect children in much the same way that The Crucible affects adults.

Playwright Greg Gunning was challenged to create characters whom children could trust and identify with. Our youthful audiences would have to be able to relate to children who lived over 300 years ago. What happens to young people when they are caught in the crossfire of adult-perpetuated intolerance, rumor, hearsay, and distrust? More importantly, what happens to these children when the adults in question are close relatives? Answering this compelling second question was our immediate motivation for writing and producing our play. 

We were very aware that our presenters around the country would never book a show that portrayed witches or the occult on stage. That is not what Salem Justice is about. We made sure that the historical material we included in the play was accurate. Fortunately, Greg is a real history buff. He has written the scripts to ArtsPower's other historical musicals, including Fourscore and Seven Years Ago, Beyond the Miracle: The Helen Keller and Annie Sullivan Story, and Olympic Spirit: The Jesse Owens Story. In his eyes, history is as much about people as it is about landmark events. 

The concept was now set: the play would address the events of Salem by examining the relationships of one family. This family includes Elizabeth and Abigail (two young, adolescent cousins) and the Reverend Parris (Elizabeth’s father and the minister of Salem).  We felt that it was of paramount importance to look at our characters’ struggle to gain control and make sense of the unbounded chaos and confusion which surround them. For the children, telling lies is their way of protecting themselves from this chaos. Unfortunately, the characters often make choices that put themselves or others in peril.

The quest for knowledge, specifically reading and writing, becomes Elizabeth's antidote for the proliferation of lies and rumors. This is a major theme of Salem Justice. By keeping a diary of the falsehoods she and Abigail concoct, along with her father's reactions to them, Elizabeth finds a way to discern truth from fiction. Being literate is Elizabeth's way of chronicling the events around her. But on a deeper level, Elizabeth's writing is her way to reveal her true feelings, first to the audience and then to her father. 

In the wake of the horrific events of September 11, we hope that Salem Justice will help children and adults alike to see that religious fanaticism has no place in American society or, indeed, anywhere else on this planet. Furthermore, this play will show young people that religious fanatics see the world in one and only one way; they resolutely refuse to tolerate any opinions which oppose their determinedly narrow-minded outlook. Salem Justice illustrates that when this happens, there are grave consequences for families as well as for society as a whole. 

SET & COSTUMES

The set for SJ is comprised of two wall units and a center passageway, all made up of thick, lightly colored, roughhewn wooden beams. The wall units, unlike those in almost every other ArtsPower production, are stationary. The only pieces that do move are several benches, a podium from which the Reverend delivers his sermons, a table, and two chairs. The benches represent church pews and are also pushed together to make a bed. The rail that represents the witness booth in the courtroom doubles the headboard for Elizabeth's bed when covered with a comforter.

The play takes place in two primary locations: the Parris household and the courts. There are several scenes which are set outdoors. The moveable set pieces clearly indicate the location of the characters throughout the play. 

When combined with the heavy wooden beams we use, the unmoving wall units give the set an extremely static look.  Our decision to create such an atmosphere was based on the characters’ plight:  they cannot escape from Salem or from their horrific situation, and we wanted the set to give a feeling of near-claustrophobic tightness and weightiness. 

As for the costumes, they reflect the New England Puritanical wardrobe of the period in question: a high collared shirt and knickers for Reverend Parris and plain dresses with white starched collars and cuffs for the girls.

MUSIC

In the same spirit as the set, the overture opens with ponderous minor chords and an ominous melody from a pipe organ, lending a foreboding tone to the onstage proceedings which are soon to come. The music that follows, however, has a much lighter and less intrusive feel. This is because the actors and their dialogue take up the narrative thread once the play begins. The orchestra is made up of harps, strings, organ, piano, celeste, and a range of bell sounds, from glockenspiel to chimes. The show features several church hymns written expressively for the play, and it is only during the hymns that the characters sing on stage.

Underscore music (sometimes called "background music") pervades the show and gives it a very cinematic feel. This music serves to "raise the stakes" within scenes, augmenting the audience's emotions and drawing them closer to the characters and into the story that unfolds before their eyes. Ideally - just as in movies - the audience should hardly notice that the underscore music is there at all. Though we do value music as a powerful tool, we also recognize that is must be used judiciously; the score in Salem Justice ought never to upstage the actors.

