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    KEN KESEY




    AMERICAN NOVELIST, ESSAYIST, POET, AND SHORT STORY WRITER




    

      	Born in La Junta, Colorado in 1935.




      	Died in Eugene, Oregon in 2001.




      	

        Notable works:



        

          	
Sometimes a Great Notion (1964), novel




          	
Sailor Song (1992), novel




          	
Last Go Round (1994), novel


        


      


    




    Ken Kesey was born in Colorado to two dairy farmers, Geneva and Frederick, and grew up in Springfield, Oregon. After graduating from the University of Oregon in 1957 with a degree in Speech and Communication, he completed a graduate fellowship in creative writing at Stanford University. He married Norma Haxby, known as “Faye”, in 1957, and they had three children together: Jed, Zane, and Shannon. Kesey also had a daughter, called Sunshine, by Carolyn Adams, with whom he had an open affair. After publishing One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Kesey moved to La Honda, California, where he and Faye hosted bohemian social gatherings called “Acid Tests” that combined creativity with recreational drug use. Kesey was arrested in 1965 for possession of marijuana, and served five months in prison after unsuccessfully faking his own death. He taught at the University of Oregon until 1989, and continued to write fiction and journalistic pieces for a number of publications. He lost his son, Jed, then 20, in a car accident in 1984. After a stroke in 1998, Kesey’s health began to decline until he died at the age of 66 from complications from surgery to remove a tumour in his liver.


  




  

    ONE FLEW OVER THE CUCKOO’S NEST




    RESIDENTS OF A PSYCHIATRIC HOSPITAL GRAPPLE AGAINST AN OPPRESSIVE SYSTEM AND A CONTROLLING NURSE




    

      	
Genre: novel




      	
Reference edition: Kesey, K. (2005) One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. London: Penguin.




      	
1st edition: 1962




      	
Themes: mental illness, power, oppression, masculinity, racism, capitalism


    




    One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest follows the dramatic disruption of life on a psychiatric ward following the arrival of a new patient. Written in 1959 and published in 1962, the novel coincides with a number of changes to healthcare and society, including the Civil Rights Movement and deinstitutionalization, a new approach to psychiatric care which began in the 1960s. Kesey himself witnessed life on a psychiatric ward when he worked as an orderly at a mental health facility in California. He also drew on his experiences with psychedelic drugs like LSD, both inside and outside drug trials, thought to offer an insight into the workings of the mind. One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest was celebrated by critics immediately following its publication, but it has also attracted controversy over the years, with numerous educational institutions trying to ban it for its perceived immorality. Kesey’s novel was adapted into a play by Dale Wasserman in 1963. Bo Goldman’s 1975 film adaptation, directed by Miloš Forman, won five Academy Awards.
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