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New American Gothic disrupts our rational world view or pictures our unreal concerns; it gives us violent juxtapositions, distorted vision, even prophecy, without becoming completely private. When it seeks to present a social situation, to proclaim Truth, it lacks authority.

What are the irrational forces Gothic presents? It is primarily concerned with love, knowing thatas Leslie Fiedler has saidthere can be no terror without the hope for love and love's defeat. The typical hero is a weakling. The only way he can escape from the anxiety which plagues him is through a compulsive design. He loves this plan, and he compels others to fit into it. His concern for them is not benevolent; it is narcissistic. Narcissism, compulsion, cruel abstractionismthese are found in Other Voices, Other Rooms, Reflections in a Golden Eye, The Cannibal, Malcolm, and The Violent Bear It Away.

New American Gothic usually deals with a microcosm because the buried life does not need a large area of society in which to reveal itself. We have in the novels listed above: Skulley's Landing, an army post in peacetime, a rooming house in Germany, a Chateau, and the backwoods. The private world, however, displays the big tensions of contemporary America: unnatural self-love and disintegration of order.

New American Gothic is poetic, using a great deal of imagery. Three images are especially important: haunted houses (imprisonment), violent journeys, and distorted reflections. Because Gothic deals with a narrow view of personality and a microcosm, it creates an intensive, vertical worldone best created in the story or short novel. (p. 81)

One Flew over the Cuckoo's Nest by Ken Kesey is a Gothic novel. It employs the themes and images already mentioned, but it does so in a new way. It is not simply imitative. The important theme is, again, the compulsive design. The Big Nurseas the narrator calls heris an authoritarian, middle-aged woman who tries to impose her will upon her lunaticsshe must make them fear and respect her so that she can feel superior. She exerts power not to help others but to help herself: her compulsive design cannot stopexcept through violencebecause it is all she has.

The Big Nurse is no longer a womanshe has become a Frankenstein monster. All of her gestures, commands, feelings, and possessions are mechanized: there's no compact or lipstick or woman stuff, she's got that bag full of a thousand parts she aims to use in her duties todaywheels and gears, cogs polished to a hard glitter, tiny pills that gleam like porcelain, needles, forceps.... She is precise, automatic. But God has played a trick on her: the Big Nurse cannot flee from nature. Although she is monstrous, she is still partially femaleand the more she tries to exert her will to power, the more she desperately wants (unconsciously) sexsome kind of affection. She is torn between two worlds.

Obviously, Mr. Kesey must offer us others who combat the design of Big Nurse (and her helpers). There are two. The narrator, an inmate of the asylum, lives in a kind of fog, but he is able to recognize that the authoritarian ruler is more insane than heafter all, he has some kind of affection for his papa, an Indian chief, who used to take him hunting. He has pity for himself and the other Acutes and Chronics. The narrator senses the faults of the Combinethat whole rigid routine, of which Big Nurse is only one cog. Although he always thinks of plots, fiendish motivesa paranoid pattern, in factthe narrator is praised by Kesey. The insane do see; they are less innocent than the slaves of the Combinesuch people as silly Red Cross helpers, corrupt government officials, TV viewers. In the upside-down world, the cuckoo's nest, insane and sane are meaningless wordswords the Combine imposes. Thus the absurd scene in which the hospital staff debates whether an inmate is negatively Oedipal, or psychopathic, or schizophrenic, neglecting that fact that he is human.

The narrator cannot resurrect himself; he cannot triumph over Big Nurse. He seeks a guide in the new inmate, McMurphy. This con-man enters laughing: You boys don't look so crazy to me. Soon McMurphy begins to see that he must assert his will if he is to remain a happy man, and not become a machine. He plays with Big Nurse, irritating her smooth order by breaking a window, by not doing his appointed job, by asking for outrageous things. His play inspires the other inmates, especially the narrator, who regain some of their laughing, fighting vitality. But the Combine finally squeezes McMurphy: it makes him a thing by performing a lobotomy on him (after he tries to kill Big Nurse). The narrator cannot bear this transformation; mercifully he kills McMurphy and then runs away from the institution.

Mr. Kesey is less concerned with ideas than he should be. There are the good guys and the bad guys. The Combine is dismissed quickly, but we wonder whether it is enough to proclaim the insanity of the systemafter all, there are some rational adults who realize its falseness and still function in it. Naturethe woods, the streams, sex, the familyis praised without philosophical probing. What if we don't fish? Can we still be human? Of course, Mr. Kesey is not simple-mindedhe does show us that life contains many terrifying ambiguities. Big Nurse tries to fool the Acutes into thinking McMurphy is a charlatan, who cares less about them than she does. For a moment we believe that the benevolent father may be a fake. Black and white change to grey.

Mr. Kesey impressively uses imageryhe is a poet, not a philosopher. He employs a consistent range of images to express his almost manic condemnation of the systemwe accept these more easily than his message. And the images are the real meaning of his novel.

Several images represent the values of the Combine: imprisonment, mechanization, unreality. On the very first page we see that people are locked-upin the institution and in the inhumanity of designs. The narrator refers to the henchmen of Big Nursetheir eyes glittering out of the black faces like the hard glitter of radio tubes out of the back of an old radio. The image brilliantly arranges the scene: not only does this tell us that the narrator is slightly madit prepares us for the compulsive, automatic actions of the attendants, which help to make them unreal. Here are some other Combine-images: Big Nurse is precision-made, like an expensive baby doll.... She has made herself into a product, an almost perfect work. ... Mr. Kesey is so adept at stating these images that he needs only to describe, not to explain. Thus when McMurphy returns after his operation, the narrator says: There's nothin' in the face. Just like one of those store dummies.... We remember the Nurse as doll, the henchmen as cartoon figures.

Opposed to these images of the Combine are natural imagesfree movement, warmth, pastoral. McMurphy is presented this way: He stands looking at us, rocking back in his boots, and he laughs and laughs. He does not feel trapped; he shakes with humanity. Play is crucial. His carnival idea, his card games, his fishing expedition, his marriage of the whore and Billyall these demonstrate that his capricious spirit is not mechanized. But Mr. Kesey realizes that such openness is never completely achieved in the Combine-world. McMurphy can only be natural by violence. He has to smash windows, break through imprisonment. The narrator remembers the woods, but he thinks: the bird breaks, feathers springing, jumps out of the cedar into the birdshot from Papa's gun. The movement must be cataclysmic, after being inhibited for such a long time. Also the body cannot be romantically soft, constantly threatened as it is by automation. McMurphy's hand contains carbon, scars and cuts; the narrator sees himself at first as deaf-and-dumb. (He joins the mutes in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter and Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters.) Mr. Kesey maintains that the Combine and nature interactwe have horrifying oppositions.

But this dialectic also produces humor: you have to laugh at the things that hurt you just to keep yourself in balance, just to keep the world from running you plumb crazy. Humor blots out the pain. Mr. Kesey gives us many amusing scenes which are blackBig Nurse for example, informs Billy, the whore's betrothed, that she is going to tell his mother!but he knows that if we can laugh at the unreality around us, we retain our humanity. Gothic and comedy are Janus-faced. One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest is an honest, claustrophobic, stylistically brilliant first novel which makes us shiver as we laughparadoxically, it keeps us in balance by revealing our madness. (pp. 82-4)
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