Charles Hazen

ENG 399 / Arnold
July 23, 2009
                                     Atmosphere and Characters in Kesey’s “Cuckoo’s Nest”  
#1                 The music comes off a long tape from the Nurses’ station, a tape we all know so

                  well by heart that there don’t any of us consciously hear it except new men like

                  McMurphy. He hasn’t got used to it yet. (pg. 70)

                  “Does that thing play night and day, Harding? I never heard such a driving racket

                  in my life.” (pg. 70)
                  “Oh, yes, the so-called music.Yes. I suppose we do hear it if we concentrate, but

                  then one can hear one’s heartbeat too, if he concentrates hard enough.” (pgs. 70-71)

                  “We seldom hear the radio. The world news might not be therapeutic. And we’ve

                  all heard that recording so many times now it simply slides out of our hearing, the

                  way the sound of a waterfall soon becomes an unheard sound to those who live near

                  it. Do you think if you lived near a waterfall you could hear it very long?” (pg. 70)

                     (I can still hear the sound of the falls on the Columbia, always will—always—hear

                  the whoop of Charley Bear Belly stabbed himself a big Chinook, hear the slap of fish

                  in the water, laughing naked kids on the bank, the women at the racks…from a long 

                  time ago.) (pg. 70)

   The dull routine of being a trapped rat in the sights of the rolling Combine is what Chief Bromden is focusing on in the above examples. How there’s nothing you can do about it, you can’t stop the music, can’t stop the programming, and that, after a while, you succumb to it without ever realizing you have allowed it to take you. The atmosphere feels like one of staleness and sameness, where nothing is really meant to change. What good could it do, really, to hear the music or to concentrate on the sound of your own heartbeat, when there’s really no point to it and nothing to be enjoyed? It’s all just a hollow reminder of every day before, every day that has been spent doing the same things, conforming in the same ways, and counting each day to come as a lost day, even before they have been lived.
   When Harding speaks of the waterfall, it’s a telling statement that he’s become too far gone in the programming of the hospital and its routines, and the canned music, that he can’t imagine the sounds of a waterfall being something better, something that is beautiful and unplanned, and which is something that is still alive and existing outside the walls.

   Chief Bromden hasn’t forgotten this. He still hears the waterfalls, and he hasn’t let go of the beauty he remembers from his past. He uses it as his own therapy, to go on, to survive each day and to hold on to his sanity, despite where he has been placed, and despite the cruel punishments of monotony and ‘therapeutic caring’ to which he is expected to conform, like a rat.
#2                 They didn’t take me to the Shock Shop this time. I remember they took me out of
                  the shaving room and locked me in Seclusion. I don’t remember if I got breakfast or

                  not. Probably not. I can call to mind some mornings locked in Seclusion the black
                  boys  keep bringing me seconds of everything – supposed to be for me, but they eat

                  it instead—till all three of them get breakfast while I lie there on that pee-stinking

                  mattress, watching them wipe up egg with toast. I can smell the grease and hear them

                  chew the toast. Other mornings they bring me cold mush and force me to eat it without

                  it even being salted.

                     This morning I plain don’t remember. They got enough of those things they call pills

                  down me so I don’t know a thing till I hear the ward door open. That ward door opening

                  means it’s at least eight o’clock, means there’s been maybe an hour and a half I was out

                  cold in that Seclusion Room when the technicians could of come in and installed any-

                  thing the Big Nurse ordered and I wouldn’t have the slightest notion what.

                     I hear noise at the ward door, off up the hall out of my sight. That ward door starts

                  opening at eight and opens and closes a thousand times a day, kashash, click. (pgs. 8-9)

   The atmosphere Chief paints here is utterly bleak and full of images that show how cold and unfeeling the hospital and its medical staff have become. The atmosphere is full of cruelty and fear. The staff would rather take from the patients than to nourish them. They relish their acts of breakfast thievery, and they probably enjoy the fact that they can be smelled and heard when they have taken to eating a patient’s meal, and they surely also find pleasure, and have a laugh, when they force a patient to eat cold, bland, unsalted mush. This is no healing center, and the ward doors are just another indicator of how much like a trap or a real prison this prison is. They open a thousand times a day, but always close with a near-mechanized sounding “kashash, click.”
   It sounds like a stark, cold, and unfeeling place, where the patients are reduced to pills, Seclusion, and “pee-stinking” mattresses. It is a place that uses fear as some sort of roadmap or rulebook for providing mental health care. There is the fear of what can happen, and what has, when you dole out enough “of those things they call pills.” A fear that they will come and do whatever they want to do to you when you sleep, just for kicks, not for therapy.
#3              Harding is a flat, nervous man with a face that sometimes makes you thing you seen

               him in the movies, like it’s a face too pretty to just be a guy on the street. He’s got wide,

               thin shoulders and he curves them in around his chest when he’s trying to hide inside him-

               self. He’s got hands so long and white and dainty I think they carved each other out of soap,

               and sometimes they get loose and glide around in front of him free as two white birds until

               he notices them and traps them between his knees; it bothers him that he’s got pretty hands.

                  You can see Harding sitting on a towel behind her, looking skinny in his bathing suit, like

               he’s waiting for some big guy to kick sand on him. (pg. 19)

    This is just a small example of how Harding is described by the Chief Bromden, and it helps us to understand how Harding’s looks and mannerisms compare to the other characters in the story. Harding
is intelligent and verbose, and he is a kind of figurehead leader for the patients, conforming to the rules of the authorities above him while convincing the patients around him that he knows the score, and has all the answers. He is the buffer between Nurse Ratched and the patients, in that he is the educated, astute, know-it-all kind of patient that is too scared to make waves and cause trouble, yet is also sly enough to convince his clique that he understands what’s best for them as a communal group. But he is too frail to act out or rebel, and it seems as though he is quite content to dance around both sides of an issue because he is fearful of the retributions he might receive from one side if he aligns himself too firmly to the other. 
#4                 The Big Nurse tends to get real put out if something keeps her outfit from running

                  like a smooth, accurate, precision-made machine. The slightest thing messy or out of

                  kilter or in the way ties her into a little white knot of tight-smiled fury. She walks
                  around with that same doll smile crimped between her chin and her nose

                  and that same calm whir coming from her eyes, but down inside of her she’s tense as

                  steel. I know, I can feel it. And she don’t relax a hair till she gets the nuisance attended

                  to—what she calls “adjusted to surroundings.”

                     Under her rule, the ward Inside is almost completely adjusted to surroundings. But 
                  the thing is she can’t be on the ward all the time. She’s got to spend some time Out-

                  side. So she works with an eye to adjusting the Outside world too. Working along-

                  side others like her who I call the “Combine,” which is a huge organization that aims

                  to adjust the Outside as well as she has the Inside, has made here a real veteran at ad-

                  justing things. She was already the Big Nurse in the old place when I came in from the

                  Outside so long back, and she’d been dedicating herself to adjustment for God knows

                  how long.

                     And I’ve watched her get more and more skillful over the years. Practice has steadied

                  and strengthened her until now she wields a sure power that extends in all directions on

                  hairlike wires too small for anybody’s eye but mine; I see her sit in the center of this

                  web of wires like a watchful robot, tend her network with mechanical insect skill, know

                  every second which wire runs where and just want current to send up to the results she

                  wants.    (pgs. 25-26)

   This is a woman cold. She is cold to feelings and the distractions that others call warmth, love, and brotherhood. She is devoid of human-kindnesses, Chief will have us believe, and we are left with a cold, steely, mechanized robot that has self-programmed itself to control all of which is around her, by any means necessary. The Chiefs highly descriptive language makes this conclusion inescapable to the reader, and keeps us ever-mindful that her purpose is to fulfill the needs of the Combine. She must adjust the Inside and the Outside with her “mechanical insect skill” until everything is proper and ordered correctly in her web. She must have the perfection of the spider that spins a web, and sits atop its world, or “web of wires”, with a “watchful robot” stare, ready to pluck out any invaders.
   She turns into a “little white knot of tight-smiled fury” whenever things are “out of kilter”, and she has an inside as “tense as steel” and a “calm whir coming from her eyes” that must mimic the sound of the Combine that Chief Bromden describes. She is intense, electrical, dedicated, and a “veteran at adjusting things.” She tries to hide all this “sure power” traveling “on hairlike wires” in all directions, but the Chief is certainly not fooled by the mask she wears, that of the do-gooder. He knows who she is and he reminds us well: she is the Queen of the Combine.
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