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ONE FLEW OVER THE CUCKOO"S NEST is a work which has always hit home personally for me. 
 
I first read Ken Kesey's remarkable novel when I was a patient in a mental institution, where I spent my 
last three years of high school, 1969 - 1972. This was the heyday of experimentation in the treating of 
mental illness - a time when psychiatrists still found value in actual therapy, as opposed to "fixing" folks 
with an endless rotation of expensive pharmaceuticals like they do these days. But it was also the era of 
electroshock thearapy and frontal lobatomies (my father thought I needed one of those because I wanted 
to be an actor. Fortunately my mother didn't agree; she just thought I belonged in the nut house. ) 
 
The facility I was in was one of those experiments, one which focused on adolescents, and offered some 
very progressive schooling that included the study of psychology, both in texts and in literature, so all of 
us kids read and discussed Kesey's book both amongst ourselves and with our teachers and thearapists. 
Since the novel idealizes the rebellion of the patient against the "machinations" of the mental health 
establishment, it had a profound effect on myself and my fellow patients and created a tremendous 
dialogue between us and the adults who were taking the role and responsibility of "curing" us. 
 
Years later, when I was studying set design, the first set I designed was for ONE FLEW OVER THE 
CUCKOO"S NEST. I simply replicated the ward that we lived on - and I have to say that I experienced a 
serious flashback when I set eyes on Clay Hillwig's set for the current Circle Players production at 
Lipscomb's Shamblin Theatre. Looked just like home to me - especially the nurse's booth from which 
medications are dispensed and patients supervised. 
 
This is a play which, if taken seriously, really challenges the actors, and the outstanding Nashville cast 
rises to the challenge. I particularly enjoyed the work of two fellows who stepped in to understudy lead 
roles for this performance. Tony Nappo was spot on as the Chief and Joseph Lovell did an uncanny job 
with the role of Scanlon. Daniel DeVault, who never ceases to amaze me, will tear your heart out as Billy. 
 Michael Roark, Doug Allen and Leon Blandon bring great definition to their characters and Chris Rogers 
deserves an award for what he does with the character of Rucky. 
 
While it wouldn't be my first choice, Mitchell Steven Blankman seems to be channeling Jack Nicholson in 
his portrayal of McMurphy - but so brilliantly does he pull it off that I'm ready to go back and see him do it 
again. He personifies the sociopath with the heart of gold, the liberator rebel and the epitome of hubris. 
Cat Arnold and Jenna Manolakes are both sexy and fun as the two party girls who participate in 
McMruphy's ultimate fall. 
 
On the other side of the psychiatric fence, Heather Alexander's Nurse Ratched is understated in a way 
that makes her more menacing than if she were actually menacing. She's a rule book with a personal 
agenda which manifests frighteningly in her treatment - and almost possesion - of poor Billy.  
 
Preston Cook does a sweet job as Dr. Spivey, who is quickly drawn in by McMurphy's mystic 
psychological charms but somehow manages to keep in touch with his professional mission - though, as 
Crook delivers it, it almost reels as if his return to professionalism in retaliation for realizing that McMurphy 
will, sooner or later, inevitably, betray their romance. 
 
Courtney McCllen does a great deal with a role that has almost no lines and she and the other staff of 
attendants - played by Gene Jones, Jarvis Bynum, Clark Harris and Matt Salerno collectively convey one 
of the more disturbing truths of the world of mental health - that the people hired to be in charge are all, 
themselves, riddled by frailties of their own.  
 
And Clark Harris, in the spirit of "carpe diem," takes advantage of an opportunity that most actors might 
have missed.by singing one of the sweetest renditions of MY GIRL that you will ever hear. 
 
So take your meds - or don't - and go see the play. 

 


