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The apswering of ome's critics has always struck me as
doimg about as much good a= fighling crabgrass Hilth manure.
Crities geperally thrive on the kmowledge that their barbs are
being felt; best to keep silentl apnd starve them of such attentionm,
let them shrivel and dry, spimes turaed in, So I have tried
to keep this silence durimg the attacks on the Wasserman play
of my novel, Oae Flew Over The Cuckco's Nesi,.,.figuring that
the people who saw the play a= bDeing abcui a mental hospltal,
because it is set im a mental ward, are the sort that would
fault Moby Dick for beimng an "exaggerated” story aboul a
boat, 3180 Tigdring that such simplemimdedmess is relatively
harmless, And even keeping silent whem the play was condemned
because the subject of mental health as a whole was treated
disrespectfully, or irresponcibly, or--god forbid!--humorously.

But whem the defemders of "Cuckoo's Nest" begim to show
signs of suffering soms of the same misconceptions as the critics ,
I feel I must speak out.

Mr. Friedman's letter last Sunday was as good an arguement
as I've read for judgimg a work om it's own terms. Still, by
comparing the reality of the settimg of "Cuckoo's Nest" with
"1984" or "The Trial," he does injustice tc a number of people
comnected with the research that went into that settimg, First,
the director, Alex Segel, who created am atmosphere so faithful
to the wacky—wierd world of a muthouse ward (faithful to the real
wards, nct the public concepticm of what a hospital should be
1ike) that a friend of mine, (a Speech Therapist im a V.A.
Eospital who took time off tc fly back to the opeming), remarked
after the fimal curtain, "I feel as though I just put im a hard
day at the office."

Secomd, the actors. Who capture that muthcuse feeling so
completely with their characterizatioms that I found myselfl
wondering where some of them bhad been sprumg from. Just, for
a small example, their movement: immates have a way of walking
that is both piticully ramdom amd terribly purpcoseful, and
peculiar to no other place I know of save the mental ward. The
cast has this peculiar movement., Watch Ruckly whem he shuffles
onto stage; he's been shuffling that same path in those same
slippers for centuries., Or watch Billy Bibbit's neck comtortioas,
or the caged-squirell frolicking of Marini's madmess. Amnd Kirk
Dauglas, .after watching his performance, in which the usual
Douglag"® g

estures and gyrations werc secondary, to subtler actions



(the way bhe will playfully punch another character's arm
as he passes; a gesture barely noticible, familiar, reinforcing..)
I asked if he had visited any hospital im preparing for the
part, "Spent a lot of time in Camarillo,"” he told me. "Got
to know a lot of the guys. I still correspomd with cne. "Quite
a place. And differemt, you kmow? then you thimk it'Xl be,..."
And last, the notiom that this setting is omnly a fictiomal
and fantastic ome does an injustice to thousands of patients in
hundreds of wards almcst identical to that ward on the stage

of the Cort. While Cuckoc's Kesl is, as Mr, Friedman rightly

points out, about more than just a mental hospital, it is

alsp an attack on tyranmy of the sort that is perhaps more
Fredominant in mental hospitals then any place else in cur land,
It is by no accideat that the acute ward was picked for the
getling; after working for close to a year as an aide in two
hospitals im California I could imagine no better backdrop for

my parable. I omnly needed describe what I had seen and heard,
what I had felt after endless swing shift hours talking with the
broken and defeated men of our society, and what I concluded to
be ithe stress ther broke them, McMurphy is, of course,
fictional—-a dream, a wild hope fabricated out of need in defeat—
but the men he comes to save, and the menace he battles, these

are real, live human being. While this world may be fantastic,

it 15 not mere fantasy. Neither is it an exaggeration; when I
hear of someone accusing the Look, or the play, of "exaggerating
the bad™ I think of my last days at the hogpital: +the first draft
of the book almost finished, I had handed in my letter of
resignation (a day before, incidemtly, I received z letter <rom
the superior nurse advising me I was being discharged for™a lack

of interest in the hospital...”) and I had only one bit of
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why the patienmts thought it so bad. And I did, And I found out,
And to those who think it is fietiomally exaggerated I only say

try it first and see.

Because it can never be as bad in fiction as it is inm

regl life,
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