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                    Atmosphere, Character, Plot, and Style in Kesey’s “Sometimes a Great Notion”  
#1                 That first summer it came to be almost a daily ritual, her walk to the shack.
     she…filled a thermos with coffee,….and hiked up to the shack to listen to the birds.
         Then nothing else would be stirring—or so it would seem. But gradually her ears would

     pick out tiny rustlings in the vines nearby, where the grosbeaks were waking. A mourning

     dove would call unseen from the thicket below—a round, clear bouncing note, as though a 
     soft ball had been dropped on the lowest key of a xylophone: “Tuuu…tuu tu tu.”

(Note: this entire section, leading to the “Magpies and Viv’s “start back” to home. Pgs 244-245.)
   I would say that this is Viv’s bell ringing. The atmosphere here is crafted just for her, and gives the reader a chance to enter her thoughts as she escapes to a place to reflect peacefully on the state of things. We can feel the forest and the sounds as the various birds seem to stage a performance crafted just for Viv’s benefit. Perhaps they know that she is there, attentive, and like a kindred spirit. She, like most people, perhaps even more so for a woman surrounded mostly by men and entrapped by a moat, needs a sanctuary of sorts. Viv is desperate to find a deeper meaning to her existence and her circumstances as the wife of mighty Hank Stamper, so she has carved out her own little private kingdom up in the quiet foothill that holds the shack and the sounds of birds. She can play in her mind, if only for fetching moments, with the birds and her thoughts. Viv’s a tough bird herself and she perhaps feels that Hank too often coddles to her, calling her his “chicken”, and treating her like a caged, delicate bird that is not ready to handle things on her own, or to take flight from her sewing room with its empty canary cage.
   It’s fairly obvious how strong she really is, as she takes care of the family and many of the chores and responsibilities, but I think that as much as she tries to be an equal to the men in her environment, she still feels as if there is something that is missing in her life. She doesn’t have the sense of freedom or spirit that the men seem to have, and though they are not really conscious of these qualities they are in possession of, Viv is, and Viv recognizes the separation that exists between what she wishes her life might be like and the kind of life that she is more or less resigned to accept. 
   She wants to fly, and the birds remind her of this wish, and she goes to the shack to listen and to be among the birds, involving herself in their environment and callings as far as her imaginings can take her to their world. She knows too that there are crows and magpies that swoop and threaten the lesser birds, and that she is “strangely disturbed” by this, but these events likely serve to remind her that there is really no perfect world, no perfect existence that a bird or a woman can just fly off to unfettered and unharmed forever. She can see and feel her own life taking place amongst the birds, as she watches and listens, and she is both mindful of the dangers and fears which exist in the lives of people and in the lives of birds, but she still wishes she could fly, if just to see and to know for a short time what another kind of life would be like.
#2                 At the foot of the stairs Hank stopped; his eyes lifted to mine for an instant—“Uh…Lee…”
                 bright, green as glass, pleading for something, before they dropped to study a broken 

                 thumbnail. “I wish I could have been there.” I didn’t say anything; in that quick click-and-

                 glitter of lifted eyes I saw a hint of more than guilt, more than contrition.

                     “I really wisht there’d been something I could of done.” Meaning: Was there?

                     “I don’t know, Hank.” Meaning: You did enough.

                     “I always worried about her.” Meaning: Was I partially to blame?

                     “Yeah.” Meaning: We were all to blame.

                     “Yeah, well,”—looking down at the destroyed thumbnail, wanting to say more, ask more,

                 hear more, unable to—“I guess I’ll hit the hay.”

                     “Yeah,”—wanting everything he wanted—“me too.”

                     “G’night, Lee,” Viv murmured from the top of the stairs.

                     “Good night, Viv.”

                     “Night, bub.”

                     “Hank.”

                     Meaning: Good night but stay. Viv, silent and slim as a shaft of sleepy light, stay, talk more

                 me with your articulate eyes. Hank, forget my words behind my words, stay, say some more. 

                 This is our chance. This is my chance. Say enough more for love or hate, enough more to

                 make me sure of one or the other. Please stay, please stay…

This is both a great example of character and atmosphere, demonstrating the cool tension in the air that exists between the two brothers, Lee and Hank. Each one seems to be able to understand the thoughts behind the “Meaning” given to the reader, meanings never spoken or heard but conveyed nevertheless by some sort of silent, yet mutually understood, communication system that flows between Lee and Hank. It’s likely that it is not just Lee who his privy to these hidden meanings that follow each short, spoken phrase, because Hank too is aware of their strained relationship, and he too has gone over in his mind his part in these events of long ago that still pain them both. You can feel Hank’s longing to confront his own demons and his own guilt and shame for how he has treated and spoken to Lee since Lee’s childhood, and how he feels that his actions with Lee’s mom may have led to her taking Lee away from the Stamper house. 
   Hank feels guilty and ashamed, and Lee feels depressed and vengeful. Lee is the lost, deserted brother, vanquished by the iron Hank, but Lee is still longing for attention from Hank, be it for “love or hate” or to set things straight. Lee pleads in his mind for Hank to remain so that the two of them might explore Lee’s anger toward Hank, but Hank is too fearful of this kind of emotional confrontation. Lee wants to break through Hank’s pride, stubbornness, and shame to get to the bottom of the issues that have estranged the brothers for so long. He wants to open up the scars, squeeze out the pus, and then re-mend the wounds that they both carry. There’s a sense that things are beginning to boil again, and that Lee is pleading that the two of them can have a chance at redemption and reconciliation if they can somehow break through the barriers that have held back their true feelings about how each of them views and treats the other. Lee is educated and philosophical about things, and deep within him he wants to work things out with Hank, but Hank’s impenetrable wall of manly stoic pride is constantly breaking down Lee’s resistance to the primal urges Lee also feels, his urges to get even and to take vengeance upon his brother.
3.   The plot of the hunting trip.

    The hunting trip sets up a lot of interesting plot dynamics that offer the reader a lot more to think about when examining how the Stamper clan and the events of the story are developing. Each character involved in the hunting trip is given great attention by Kesey, and we learn quite a bit about how each Stamper thinks and views the environment around them. They are all on their own hunt as well, each hunting for something that will fulfill some personal desire or need within them. Henry needs to show that he is still the strong, fearless leader of the Never Give a Inch Stampers. Viv is hunting to find more meaning and experience in her life, as she is tired of being holed up in the house too much. She is also becoming increasingly friendly and flirty with Lee, and though she tries to keep some sort of distance between them, she is still intrigued and drawn to Lee’s charm, intellect, and eager attention to be in her company. Joe Ben and Hank are literally out hunting for fox or bear or whatever they can find, though Hank is also on a quest to understand his mixed feelings about Lee, and about Lee’s growing interest in Viv. Joe Ben is always on a search for lucky signs and lucky days, and finds religious significance in almost all activities. He is the happy-go-lucky bumpkin that is always willing to go for the ride, to lend a hand and to be a part of any family activity that might happen.

   Henry Stamper regales us and his relations with wild stories of the past, all the while drinking and snuffing, as he sits by the campfire with Lee and Viv. He has come along not to participate in the hunt, but just to show that he is still strong enough to make the trip on his own. He is completely caught up in his own speak as he tells of his various adventures on previous hunting trips that he never notices that Viv and Lee are caught up in their own, more personal relationship that is being furthered by Lee’s instance that he has so many things he wants to tell Viv, that she is the one above all others that he knows will understand what he has been dying to tell someone. 
   We are given access to Lee’s growing fascination with Viv and his desires to tell her everything that is on his mind regarding his relationship and history with her husband Hank. He is also becoming increasingly attracted to her, while also thinking that he can most hurt his brother if he convinces her to respond to his seemingly romantic advances. He presses her about “the date” she has promised, and Viv has allowed herself to be flirtatious with him, and she has given clues to Lee that she may be open to some kind of deeper relationship. However, she is also just trying to accommodate Lee’s needs and longings for communication, and realizes in an instant upon Hank’s return to the campfire at the shack, that perhaps she has gone too far. 
   We feel Lee’s pain when she quickly brushes off his attention and runs to Hank with such immediacy that we sense that Viv has suddenly caught herself being a tease. She is ashamed of how things may have looked to Hank and Joe Ben, even though Viv and Lee’s being alone at the campfire gave nothing other than an innocent and normal appearance to everyone else. Lee is miffed, and the others are given a glimpse that perhaps there was more going on there than met the eye, that perhaps they were a little too cozy after all. We get a stronger indication of Hank’s growing jealousy for how well his wife and Lee seem to be getting along, when his own relationship with his brother is always strained in mutual frustration. This all serves to foreshadow likely coming events in the story, events that will further pit the emotions of Viv, Hank, and Lee as they struggle in their relationships with each other.
   As for Joe Ben, the reader learns of his reluctance to go out into the darkened woods by himself. He is afraid of running across the ghostly wanderings of his dead father out in the forest, and he quickly high-tales it back to the camp after only spending a few minutes out searching for the overdue dogs. He would rather put off that venture as long as possible, and Joe Ben even prefers the idea of sleeping there at the shack all night rather than having to go off alone into the dark. The hunting trip serves the reader well by adding a few more pieces of the Stamper story puzzle that is being constructed in sections set off from one another at this point, but which are slowly gaining ground to some sort of inevitable touching and meeting, where the full inter-relations of the characters and their fates will no doubt be linked, inter-locked in rewarding and memorable connections that will satisfy the reader’s need to get the full skinny on the fascinating story of the Oregon Stampers.
#4    A question of style: Sometimes a Great Notion
    “Emerson had his message,” James the novelist wisely observed, “but he was a good while looking for his form.” And in this difficultly he is the exemplum of those American writers, to me the most interesting, who cannot hide their dissatisfaction and their resultant struggle with the forms and styles they are using.”    (Poirier, A World Elsewhere, page 69.)
   This is a tuffy, as I don’t pretend to know enough about the art of literary criticism and the meanings which such evaluations of an author’s style in writing classic American novels seek to demonstrate and examine.  I do understand that many American authors have tried to break free of the expected and historical conventions of writing the narrative novel, and I have myself never come across a book that seems to fly in the face of these conventions, as I understand them, more than Sometimes a Great Notion.
   The here, there, and everywhere style-trip that Ken Kesey takes us on in this novel is something that is both refreshing and daunting for me as a reader to fully grasp and comprehend. But that seems to be one of the best goals that a writer or artist can have. When a reader is confronted in such a way by so many intersecting and varied styles of presenting the words of the story, it is indeed a challenging journey to take. However, this can easily go awry with general bad story-telling, but this is certainly not the case with how Kesey tells us the story of the Stamper family in Sometimes a Great Notion. There is just too much to admire in his descriptive prose and rich, evocative language, and the story keeps gaining my interest as it continues its forward progress, albeit through a clever plot structure that takes us inside the heads and histories of the many characters that tell the story, each with their own emotional stake and perspective about the events being described. 
   To me, this must be fighting against conventional story-telling. The teller of the story frequently changes from one character to another even in mid-paragraph, and sometimes from sentence to sentence. We are taken through so many vignettes and tidbits of detail that cover stretches of time that at first seem to take us back to the past, or into the future, and then we are just as easily put back into the relative present time in which most of the story is concerned with, but, then again, you are never quite sure if what you are reading is really what is happening in the there and now and present you felt that you were just getting to know. However, it all is working for me, and it is all interesting, and I want to know more and to figure out all the angles and all the motives and feelings that are stimulating these most interesting characters in this cleverly written story.
   A plot is the method in which a story is structured or presented to the reader, and Kesey’s non-linear telling of the story is the most fascinating part of this novel. Of course, the flip flopping narrators and time travel-type warp jumps that we take as we pick up little pieces of the complete Stamper story are so effectively woven into the fabric of how the story is unrolled by Kesey that we are eager to see and to be a part of the final product, because we feel assured that whole quilt will be a thing of beauty to treasure. We are invested and we feel we are there, hanging on to the twists and turns and jumps and bumps, because the story-telling style is so appealing and sellable to our senses that crave something new, different, and unique to enjoy. The story works for me, and I find myself often thinking about how Kesey must have worked so diligently, and with a clearly-defined purpose all mapped out and defined by him, to take us down the many roads and styles he envisioned could make his novel something new and fresh to be experienced by the reader.
   It’s almost as if only a madman could construct such a thing, only a mad genius that could actually make it work, tying together all his meticulously laid out ideas and concepts for tackling a project such as this, and then making it so interesting and coherent to the reader that he or she is compelled to make a full immersion into the story. The reader is just dumb-founded how something written in such an unconventional and unfamiliar way could be so all over the place but still make so much perfect sense. Each step in the story explains itself, puts you in a place that you want to be and to find out more about everything, and then, whether he has you stepping up or down or sideways at times, the stairs are all held together by the solid concrete foundation of a well-written and too good to ignore story.
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