Ken (Elton) Kesey (1935-)
What did the Buddha say to a N.Y.C. hot dog vendor?
Make me ONE with everything!

American writer, who gained world fame with his iconoclastic novel ONE FLEW OVER CUCKOO'S NEST (1962, filmed 1975). Kesey became in the 1960s a counterculture hero and a guru of psychedelic drugs with Timothy Leary. Kesey has been called the man who changed the beat generation into the hippie movement. 

"I think McMurphy knew better than we did that our tough looks were all show, because he still wasn't able to get a real laugh out of anybody. Maybe he couldn't understand why we weren't able to laugh yet, but he knew you can't really be strong until you see a funny side to things. In fact, he worked so hard of pointing out the funny side of things that I was womdering a little if maybe he was blind to the other side, if maybe he wasn't able to see what it was that parched laughter deep inside your stomach." (from One Flew Over Cuckoo's Nest) 

Kesey was born in La Junta, Colorado, and brought up in Eugene, Oregon, where his father had a creamery business. He studied at the University of Oregon and on graduating he won a scholarship to Stanford University. Kesey soon dropped out and joined the counterculture movement. In 1956 he married his higs school sweetheart, Faye Haxby. He began experimenting with drugs and wrote an unpublished novel, ZOO. Tom Wolfe described in his book The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test (1968) Kesey's and his friends, called the Merry Pranksters, journeys in their Day-Glo-painted but and tripping on hallucinogenic drugs

At a Veterans Administration hospital in Menlo Park, California, Kesey was paid volunteer experimental subject, taking mind-altering drugs and reporting their effects. These experiences as an aide at a psychiatric hospital and LSD sessions formed the background for One Flew Over Cuckoo's Nest, which was set in a mental hospital. The story is narrated by an American Indian chief, called Big Chief. He lets people think he is a deaf mute. In his world enters the petty criminal and prankster McMurphy with his efforts to change the bureaucratic system of a mental hospital. The mental ward is ruled by Big Nurse Ratched. McMurphy is an unvoluntary and anarchic patient - the others are there more or less voluntarily. McMurphy encourages the others to rebel against the rules. He realizes that he is only a projection of all the inmates's expectations and becomes a victim of the oppressive system. The book reveals the dehumanising effects of the social conformity of the 1950s, suggesting that the really dangerous mental cases are those in positions of authority. 

'My name is McMurphy, buddies. R.P. McMurphy, and I'm gambling fool.' He winks and sings a little piece of song: '"...and whenever I meet with a deck a cards I lays... my money... down."' and laughs again. 

(from One Flew Over Cuckoo's Nest) 

The film adaptation of the book gained a huge success. Kirk Douglas had bought the right to Kesey's novel; he played the role of McMurphy on Broadway. When he failed to interest a studio in the project, he finally turned the package over to his son Michael. Marlon Brando and Gene Hackman refused the role of McMurphy. The film was made in one wing of the Oregon State Hospital. Several actual patients of the hospital played extras. The film won five Academy Awards. Kesey was barely mentioned during the award ceremonies, and he made known his unhappiness with the film. 

"This guy's s scamp who knows he's irresistable to women and, in reality, he expects Nurse Ratched to be seduced by him... This is his tragic flaw. This is why he ultimately fails. I discussed this with Louise - I discussed it only with her. That's what I felt was actually happening with that character. It was one long, unsuccesful seduction which the guy was so pathologicaly sure of." (Jack Nicholson about McMurphy in Jack Nocholson, the Unauthorised Biography by Barbara & Scott Siegel, 1990) 

Kesey's next novel, SOMETIMES A GREAT NOTION appeared two years later and was also adapted into screen. The story was set in a logging community and centered on two brothers and their bitter rivalry in the family. Hank Stamper is a raw and aggressive man of nature, and his nemesis is Draeger, an union official attempting to force local loggers into conformity. Hank's half-brother, the introspective Lee, chooses to retreat into intellectualism instead of action. After the work, Kesey gave up publishing novels. He formed a band of 'Merrie Pranksters', set up a commune in La Honda, California, bought an old school bus, and toured America and Mexico with his friends, among them Neal Cassidy, Kerouac's buddy and muse. Their weird exploits were later chronicled in Tom Wolfe's The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test (1973). 

In 1965 Kesey was arrested for possession of marijuana. He fled to Mexico, where he faked an unconvincing suicide and then returned to the United States, serving a five-month prison sentence at the San Mateo County Jail. In the early 1970s Kesey returned to writing and published KESEY'S GARAGE SALE (1973). His later works include children's book LITTLE TRICKER THE SQUIRREL MEETS BIG DOUBLE THE BEAR (19990) and SAILOR SONG (1992), a futuristic tale about an Alaskan fishing village and Hollywood film crew.

One Flew Over The Cuckoo's Nest

Ken Kesey's first published novel, One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest (1962), is an example of that mode of American fiction which focuses on conspiracy. The roots of paranoid American fiction emerge from the modernist tradition which was responding to disturbing changes in an increasingly urban and militaristic world. 

One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest, while on the surface retaining the standard realist narrative modes, that of a first person point of view, exemplifies all the aesthetic characteristics of a paranoid text, including the use of poetic forms in a work of fiction, a polyvalent first person point of view, horrific content and the elaboration of a massive conspiracy by a society that, according to Gilbert Porter in The Art of Grit: Ken Kesey's Fiction (1982), '. . . has become an intimidating force for consumerism and conformity called a 'Combine."' 

Among the themes expressed in Cuckoo's Nest Tanner identifies, 'the modern world as technologised and consequently divorced from nature; contemporary society as repressive; authority as mechanical and destructive; contemporary man as victim of rational but loveless forces beyond his control; and contemporary man as weak, frightened, and sexless' (18). What is unique about Kesey's treatment of this and related themes is the way in which a hero figure trains the point of view character to revolt, without dictating the terms of the individual's revolution. 

Alliteration is used more pervasively than rhyme throughout Kesey's career as a way of both making the prose more artful, as well as heightening dramatic tension. According to Porter the impulse to rhyme is an impulse to order, and Kesey's rhyming illustrates the postmodern mind (Chief Bromden in this case) using modernist aesthetics to make sense of the nuclear world (17). 

Through this first person point of view the reader of the text experiences a horror of both the assault on individual dignity and socio-symbolic transgressive physical violence. 

All of the attrocities witnessed by Bromden are committed by the hands of representatives of an organisation called the Combine. The Combine is all elements of American society that attempt to control and suppress the individual spirit. 

Chief Bromden himself, the novel's narrator, depicts Nurse Ratched as a robotic officer in a vast Combine organisation, but not the leader of it--her power is immediate, but not all encompassing. 

In McMurphy's first minor victory over Nurse Ratched in the arena of the group therapy session Bromden sees that the Big Nurse cannot lose, 'She'll go on winning, just like the Combine, because she has all the power of the Combine behind her' (109). Harding refers to the Combine in governmental terms when he says, 'And that will make nearly a week our friend McMurphy has been with us without succeeding in throwing over the government, is that what you're saying Cheswickle?' (116). The patients on the ward see clearly that all organisational metaphors can be applied to an organism that is as large and complex as society itself. 

Cuckoo's Nest presents a shift from a passive, fatalistic approach to dealing with an all powerful Combine to a heroic, active one. When Bromden is ignored by white government agents in his home village he begins to close down his senses, until he finds himself acting deaf and dumb on the ward of the mental hospital. 

The Combine cannot be beaten, but must be fought with the full force of every individual living as free, and being as big as each person can be. By developing this metaphor with prosaic language through a polyvalent postmodern point of view relating horrific imagery Kesey creates in Cuckoo's Nest one of the cornerstones of twentieth century American fiction, which begins him on a thirty year exploration of the individual in relation to society and of the very nature of postmodern art.

Possible Essay Questions / Topics
1. Is this a sexist novel? Support or oppose accusations that Ken Kesey’s use of sex-roles is traditionalist and discriminates against women, and that this novel alienates the female reader. 

2. Is it true that society is as cold, ruthless, efficient, and oppressive as it appears in this novel? Explain how you believe modern society is similar to Kesey’s model, or how society has progressed since this novel was written.

3. There is a growing movement of “militia” groups in the United States which openly defy the rule of government, saying that government is too oppressive. Learn about these groups, and, a) make a case that their beliefs are not justified by McMurphy’s actions in this novel, or b) McMurphy’s actions validate the actions of these militia groups.

4. Write a comparative essay in which you create a unified theory of government/societal oppression based on the ideas found in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, George Orwell’s 1984, and/or Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World.

5. Compare and contrast the common themes of deviance and social exile in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest and John Wyndham’s The Chrysalids.

6. Explain how Ken Kesey’s experiences, discussed in Tom Wolfe’s The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test, are related to his writing of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.

7. You are a lawyer for the families of the Chief, Harding, Billy Bibbitt, Ruckly, Ellis, Frederickson, Sefelt, George Sorensen, and McMurphy. You are filing a lawsuit against Nurse Ratched and the hospital. In an essay, make your preliminary case to the judge about why the hospital is guilty of malpractice and or fraud.

8. You are Nurse Ratched’s lawyer, defending her from the lawsuit stated in Essay Question #7. Write an essay in which you defend her actions on the ward, and refute responsibility for wrongdoing. You may invent some emotional reactions from Nurse Ratched, but you must not wander far from her character. You may invent details, but you must be responsible not to invent wild or implausible details that contradict clear facts in the novel.

9. Write an essay in which you defend the hospital from responsibility for the actions of the Nurse Ratched and the aides on the ward, as well as the damage caused to patients by EST and lobotomy procedures.

10. Write an essay making a case to the federal government to end EST and lobotomy procedures.

Check Out Kesey’s Web Page at

http://www.intrepidtrips.com/
What a Trip!

