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like the other patients, was not large enough at this point 
to function alone and required the continued support 
and guidance of McMurphy.

After this incident, McMurphy takes a renewed interest 
in the patients, trying to make them laugh, bringing 
back their sexuality, and making them ‘bigger’ still. He 
is quite successful at this—Harding begins flirting with 
the nurses, Billy no longer writes his “observations” 
in the log book, and Scanlon goes as far as to break the 
glass at the nursing station; even the doctor is affected 
and voices his opinions at the group meeting for the first 
time. McMurphy even manages to make Bromden speak, 
which proves significant for Bromden talks of his father, 
a man who parallels McMurphy and the men in that 
the Chief’s wife grew in strength while the Chief lost it. 
Similarly, the significant initiative and effort on the part 
of McMurphy in guiding the men begins to take its toll.

One of McMurphy’s most successful accomplishments 
with the men occurs on the fishing trip he organizes 
in which the men can finally be men, as Bromden 
comments. The patients seem to grow physically as 
they fish, no longer led by McMurphy but beginning to 
function alone. “He showed us what a little bravado and 
courage could accomplish, and taught us how to use it” 
Bromden comments. Thus he empowers them to help 
themselves, however at a cost. As the patients grow in 
strength and self-esteem, McMurphy’s strength seems 
to dissipate, for Bromden notes that “McMurphy looked 
so beat and worn out, where the rest of us looked red-
cheeked and full of excitement.” It seems that any gain 

McMurphy makes with the patients takes an equal toll 
on him.

When they return to the ward, the Nurse, once again, 
manages to seize control, however Bromden has 
undergone a marked change. In a fight initiated by 
McMurphy to defend George against the aides, Bromden 
picks up and throws one of them to the side, exhibiting 
his newfound physical strength. Incidentally, as the 
men once again unite against the aides, and Bromden 
discovers his power, McMurphy is badly beaten by the 
Black boys, and the loss of the large stature he had when 
he first arrived is made more evident. He is further 
diminished during the ensuing electroshock treatment 
he receives as punishment, although he does not let on 
to the others. This allows them to model his behavior 
without the fear for the consequences they would have 
endured had they seen the effects on him.

By McMurphy’s last night, the size reversal between him 
and the patients is almost complete. While the men drink 
and laugh, and Billy regains his sexuality, McMurphy 
curls up like a “tired little kid” and falls asleep amid 
the bustle of the men around him. After undergoing 
a lobotomy as punishment for the party, McMurphy, 
already diminished to the stature of a child, is left a 
vegetable with nothing physical left to offer. However, 
in order for Bromden to escape as they had planned, one 
last exchange must occur.

McMurphy’s death under the hands of Bromden signifies 
the flow of life force, allowing Bromden who is already 
physically large, to usurp his spirit. In killing him, 
Bromden grows bigger than he ever was, evident when 
he finds McMurphy’s hat too small, and in his ability to 
lift the control box to break the window. McMurphy can 
therefore live on through Bromden, which is consistent 
with the Christian undertones of the book. Although the 
other men could arguably continue without the death of 
McMurphy, it is necessary in the final transformation of 
Bromden.

As the men regain their masculinity, McMurphy shrinks 
in size and ability. He teaches them how to live, for 
although he initiated most situations, as the men grow 
they began to act by themselves. Thus McMurphy’s 
death is necessary in bringing closure which allows them 
to continue on alone, for in dying, he gives up everything 
he possibly can, and the transformation of all the patients 
is complete.
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Hatching  
“The Cuckoo’s Nest”
by Dale Wasserman

Dale Wasserman, the man who adapted One Flew Over 
the Cuckoo’s Nest into a play from Ken Kesey’s novel, 
wrote this piece for The Steppenwolf Company’s 2000 
production of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.

It’s 1962, early Broadway-Pleistocene. My friend, agent-
editor Hope Taylor phones to say, “There’s a new book. 
It sounds like you.” I read the galleys. My instincts 
light up like starbursts. I wish immediately to make a 
movie of it. So, I learn, does an old acquaintance, Issur 
Danielovitch, better known to the public as movie star 
Kirk Douglas.

We’re old acquaintances; some years previously I had 
written a movie called The Vikings, which Kirk made 
into a bloody epic which bled astonishing profits. We are 
not dear friends but we are mutually respectful, so when 
Kirk calls to say, “Why don’t we get together on this 
one?” I listen, if we agree, I’ll write it, he’ll star. Then he 
drops the hammer: “I want to do it first on Broadway.”

Well. That is a different mess of pottage.

Okay, I’ll write it first for Broadway. But, primero, 
Kesey’s got to be convinced of this plan because his 
secret yearning is to be a playwright, himself. Kesey 
and I meet-the only meeting we’ll ever have -at the 
fabled Chateau Marmont in Hollywood. That big chip 
on Kesey’s shoulder indicates that he thinks he’ll be 
encountering a New York esthete, but his truculence 
fades when he finds that I’m no more than a self-
educated hobo. Actually, we never get around to 
discussion of intellectual matters. Instead, we compare 
lumber camps we’ve worked, the aura of small-town 
jails we have known and, especially, the subject in which 
Kesey is already submerged, the effects of “psychoto-
mimetic” drugs. (At least that’s what he called them.)

But in order to write this play I need to know much 
more about asylums, treatments, and the so-called 
insane. My research covers six institutions, starting with 
a posh mental clinic in New York where I watch sixty 
electroshock treatments in one morning and encounter 
two other writers among the patients. Then down, down 
the scale to the abysmal cellar of Milledgeville, Georgia, 
a classic snake pit where the patients spend their days 
chained to radiators.

Climactically, still unsatisfied that I know my subject 
well enough, I arrange with the head psychiatrist of 
an Eastern institution to have myself committed as a 
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patient for a period of two weeks. (Of that, perhaps I’ll 
write at another time.) I can only say that there’s no urge 
to escape an asylum; to the contrary, it’s comfortable, it is 
seductive to abandon volition and to live unstressed at no 
price other than merely obeying the rules:

I write the play in Spring of 1963 while sojourning 
under an alias in a disreputable hotel in the Caribbean. 
By fall, the play is in rehearsal and, almost immediately, 
in trouble. It’s not the cast, they’re generally splendid. 
William Daniels plays the effete Harding beautifully. 
Gene Wilder is the stammering mother-smothered 
boy, Billy. Joan Tetzel is Nurse Ratched, Ed Ames Chief 
Bromden. They’re fine. But trouble develops with the star. 
To the best of my observation Kirk is uneasy about facing 
a live, breathing audience. His solution is to make the 
character consistently lovable. But Randle P. McMurphy 
is not lovable. He’s half-Christ, half con man, fascinating 
because of his ambiguity.

In New Haven and in Boston the pattern of reactions is 
established: a few critics are solidly for, most vehemently 
against. Simply, they are shocked. “How dare you make 
fun of the insane!”

Kirk blames it on the play, the playwright, even on the 
Dramatists Guild, and seeks the classic Hollywood 
solution, which is to hire more writers. In Boston I listen 
in dismay to lines I never wrote, and observe at least three 
submarine wordsmiths reworking my play. The producer, 
David Merrick, indignantly demands to know what 
I’m going to do about it. In turnabout I inquire, “What 
are you going to do about it?” The answer, of course, is 
“Nothing.” One can no more stop Kirk than one can stop a 
charging bull.

The play that opens at the Cort Theatre in the fall of 
1963 is not my play. It’s a dramatic goulash cooked 
by Hollywood chefs. Walter Kerr writes the most 
intemperate review he has ever written in an otherwise 
temperate career. Most critics concur, if less violently. 
What causes pain, however, is the surprisingly personal 
attacks upon the playwright himself. There are words 
that burn, bruise and humiliate.

I’m in despair. There’s no excuse I can make, no 
explanation that won’t sound like whimpering self-
interest, no way to say, “It’s not my play.” So I do the 
self-preservative thing: I run. Actually, I never see that 
original Broadway production. On the night it opens I’m 
in California, following my own prescription of therapy 
by writing a musical based on an original television play 
of mine. The television play was called, I, Don Quixote. 
The musical is titled, Man of La Mancha, and it’s playing 
worldwide today.

So is One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. But it’s now my 
own play, for which I take responsibility. It came into 
its own when regional theatres began picking up on 
it, its timing exquisitely correct in the Vietnam era of 
revolutionary politics when the play’s parable became 
only too clear. It ran for five years in San Francisco, 
approximately four years more in New York, and 
thereafter visited and is still visiting world capitals in 
twenty-seven languages at the rate of a hundred-fifty 
productions a year.

A sidelight. Ten years after his original review, Walter 
Kerr was again assigned to review the play; now an 
acclaimed hit in the second year of its off-Broadway 
run with a cast including William Devane as Randle 
McMurphy, and Danny DeVito in the role of Martini the 
Hallucinator. His re-review is a marvel of bewilderment. 
He confesses that he still doesn’t “get it,” but concedes 
that a youthful and wildly enthusiastic audience is 
“getting it” at every performance.

I am delighted that The Steppenwolf Company has 
given it an excellent, caring production, one of the 
finest ever, and that Gary Sinise and Terry Kinney 
confront ambiguity without fear. I have enjoyed every 
moment of our collaborative effort. And I am pleased 
to say that, warts and all, it is my play, and not a stew 
cooked by a committee.
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Discussion Questions & Exploration Activities
1.	The title of the play is One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. Which, if any, character flies over the cuckoo’s nest? Explain 

your answer. 

2.	One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest has been criticized for its treatment of race and gender. Discuss in small groups 
whether you agree with this criticism and why or why not. Use specific examples where applicable. 

3.	In both the book and the play, Chief Bromden acts as the narrative figure of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. Why is 
Chief Bromden the narrator instead of McMurphy? Who is the protagonist of the novel? How would the story differ if 
McMurphy served as the narrator? 

4.	How does McMurphy’s character transform from the beginning of the play, when he is checked into the hospital, to 
the end of the play? Do his values change? How do his relationships with the other patients change his worldview?

Original Sources & Links to Further Research
Synopsis
http://www.amazon.com/One-Flew-over-Cuckoos-Nest/dp/0573613435
http://www.kirjasto.sci.fi/kkesey.htm
http://sota.colostate.edu/cuckoo-theatre-event/

About the Artists
http://www.kirjasto.sci.fi/kkesey.htm
http://www.dalewasserman.com/

Significance of the Title
http://www.alleytheatre.org/images/alley/cuckoo%20tg.pdf 
 
The Characters
http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/cuckoo/characters.html 
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