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Study Guide 

 
BEFORE THE SHOW 

 
Synopsis: 
 
The Witch of Greythorn is a supernatural 

thriller centered on the fictitious 

character of the Abbot of Inchaffery. 

The Abbot wakes up screaming every 

night. He is troubled by dreams of horror 

and blood that are slowly driving him 

insane. The servants of the Abbey, who 

serve the Abbot, fear that he is 

bewitched or cursed by the devil. 

 

At the cave of the Witch of Greythorn, 

the witch and her coven plot to destroy 

the Abbot.  They convince the Abbot’s 

servant, that if she will join them and 

betray the Abbot she will have the magic 

power she desires to win the heart of the 

King’s champion. To do this, she must 

commit an unpardonable act by 

murdering a child. 

 

Meanwhile, in the King’s throne room, 

the King and his nobles sit in judgment 

over a notorious murderer who has killed 

many innocents in his crusade against 

witches. For lack of evidence the king 

frees the Witch finder. The Abbot hires 

the witch finder to protect him from the 

evil powers that are killing him. The 

Abbot’s housemaid enters and succeeds 

in tricking the Abbot into trusting the 

Witch of Greythorn by telling him she 

can stop his night terrors. 

 

When the Abbot visits the witches’ cave 

they solve the riddle of his dream. They 

tell him that he must murder the 

Archbishop and rise in his place. At first 

the Abbot resists, but becomes 

convinced that the King and his court 

want the Archbishop killed and so agrees 

to the murder.  

 

At this same time the members of the 

king’s court worry about the return of 

the plague. They come to the conclusion 

that because of the wickedness of the 

Archbishop, God has abandoned the 

kingdom and has allowed the witches to 

overthrow the power of men. Reluctantly 

the king sends his champion to arrest the 



Archbishop and name the Abbot of 

Inchaffery as his successor. The 

champion and his soldiers arrive at the 

Abbey too late to prevent the murder. 

They fight the witch finder in an effort to 

arrest the treacherous Abbot and save the 

girl that Angus loves. 

 

The play ends with a plot twist that 

brings the Abbot to his doom. 

 

Principal Characters: 
 

HOODED PREIST 

EXECUTIONER 

ABBOT 

FRANCISCAN- A young monk 

HOUSE KEEPER- House keeper to the 

abbot 

HOUSE MAID- A soiled chambermaid 

CHAMBER MAID- A virtuous 

chambermaid. 

KNIGHT- A Knight 

WITCH 

CRONE 

SORCERERESS 

HAG 

KING 

ARCHBISHOP 

WITCHFINDER 

LADY  

COUNTESS 

PRINCESS 

DUKE 

LORD  

SERGEANT 

GUARD  

SOLDIER 

 

Vocabulary:  
Words with which the students may 

want to be familiar. 

Minion 

Rouse 

Clamor 

Philter 

Solemn 

Infernal 

Coven 

Heathen 

King’s Champion 

Ailing 

Ignorance 

Distill 

Churn 

Righteous 

Comely 

Foreseen 

Revenge 

Leisure 

Conjure 

Torment 

Plagued 

Unhallowed 

Fetters 

Compel 

Vengeance 

 

 

 

About The Author: 
 

James Hogg (1770-1835)  

 

Known as the “Ettrick Shepherd” Hogg 

was born at Ettrick, Selkirkshire, in the 

Scottish Border country. At the age of 16 

he was inspired to write poetry by 

hearing a reading of "The Gentle 

Shepherd" by Allan Ramsay. His 

poetical life was further developed by a 

connection with Sir Walter Scott when 

he supplied Scott with a number of 

ballads for his "Border Minstrelsy" 

collection.  

 

In 1813 Hogg published "The Queen's 

Wake,” a series of ballads supposedly 

recited before Mary Queen of Scots at a 

competition of Scottish bards. This 

earned him recognition outside of his 



home in the Borders and illustrated his 

strong, if rather fantastic, imagination.  

 

Hogg continued to demonstrate the 

quality of his exceptional imagination in 

a large body of both verse and prose 

much of which explores the supernatural 

with great power and sophistication.   

 

Some of his better-known macabre 

works include The Brownie of Bodsbeck 

(1818) The Three Perils of Man (1822) 

and The Private Memoirs and 

Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824), 

the last of which is regarded by many as 

the greatest of all Scottish novels. 

 

The Witch of the Greythorn first 

appeared in Blackwood’s Magazine 

Issue XVII (1825). 

 

Hogg died on his farm at Altrive 

November 21, 1835. 

 

 

About The Playwright: 
 

P. Shane Mitchell is the founding 

Artistic Director of TBA Theatre in 

Anchorage Alaska. As one of Alaska’s 

most prolific playwrights he has had his 

work produced in all 50 states and seven 

countries. Five of his original works 

have appeared at the Edinburgh Festival 

Fringe including “The Death of Edgar 

Allen Poe”, recently named by 

Broadway World as the regional Best 

Play of the Year. His work has appeared 

at the Samuel French Short Play Festival 

and in 2000 he was selected as an 

American representative to the Olympic 

Arts Festival in celebration of the games 

in Sydney Australia. 

 

Throughout his career Shane has won 

numerous awards and recognition for 

acting, directing, and playwriting. As a 

playwright he has been commissioned to 

write works for Alaska Dance Theatre, 

Anchorage Classical Ballet, the 

Anchorage Symphony, The Campfire 

Boys and Girls, and Wichita Children’s 

Theatre, as well as others. Plays Inc. and 

Pioneer Drama publish his works. 

Among his awards for playwriting are: 

The Bard Fellowship For Emerging 

Playwrights for his play A Card for Mr. 

King, in1996, and he was honored at the 

1998 Edward Albee Play Writers Lab 

with The Panelists Choice Award for his 

work Fractured. 

 
After The Show 
 
Topics for Discussion: 
 
1.) One of the witches tells Deborah that 

she, “does not understand the power of 

darkness.” What do you consider to be 

truly evil?  

 

2.) Brother David employs both science 

and spiritual practices throughout the 

play. What does this suggest about the 

playwright’s view of the relationship of 

science to religion? 

 

3.) This play is based on a classic poem. 

Do you think that poetry is more 

effective: 

A.) Read aloud 

B.) Read quietly to yourself 

C.) Performed  

 

4.) In “The Witch of Greythorn” the 

Archbishop wields tremendous political 

power, even threatening a civil war. Is it 

possible for a church leader to have that 

kind of power today? 



 

5.) An old proverb says, “By the wicked 

shall the wicked be punished.” How 

does this quote apply to The Witch of 

Greythorn? 

Test your Knowledge: 

 
• What does the Witch tell the Abbott 

that his dreams mean? 

 

• What is David’s relationship to 

Angus? 

 

• Why does Deborah go to the Witch? 

 

• Why is the Witchfinder on trial? 

 

• What happens to the children that 

come to the cave? 

 

• How does Brother David keep the 

Witch from his door? 

 

• Which two characters are in love? 

 

• Why does the Witch want revenge 

against the Abbott? 

 

 

Themes: 
 
Discuss with your class other 

examples of these ideas from the play.  

 

•    Ambition – Both the Abbott and the 

Archbishop are consumed with desire 

for power. 

 

 •  Revenge - The witch sacrifices 

herself eternally to punish the Abbott. 

 

 •  Fear - Fear of damnation motivates 

the Witchfinder while fear of 

political unrest motivates the King. 

 

•    Conflict of authority – The leader of 

the Church struggles with the leader 

of the State for control of the country. 

 

•   Jealousy – Deborah is overcome by 

her love for Angus. 

 

•   Guilt - The Abbott is haunted by the 

crimes he committed in his youth. 

 

•   Consequences of Actions – Both 

Deborah and the Abbott pay the price 

for committing immoral acts. 

 

•    Integrity – Brother David claims that 

it is just as grave a sin to withhold 

good, as it is to perpetrate evil. 

 
 


