
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest
Introductory Notes

Welcome to this introduction to One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, a play written by Dale Wasserman, based on the novel by Ken Kesey, and directed by Clint Dyer. There are two Audio Described performances: Monday 11 May at 7.30pm with a Touch Tour at 5.30pm and during the Relaxed performance on Saturday 16 May at 2.30pm with a Touch Tour at 12noon.

Relaxed performances are specially adapted performances for those who benefit from a more relaxed environment whilst in the theatre. It allows for audience sound and movement during the show and if you’d like a break, there will be several chill-out areas in the foyer. Some lights in the auditorium will remain on during the performance so it doesn’t get too dark.

This production is suitable for ages 14+. Thematic and sensory content notices are included at the end of these introductory notes.

The play runs for around two hours and 40 minutes, including a 20-minute interval. Your describers are Megan McKie-Smith and Rosie Preston.

For this season at The Old Vic, the playing space is circular, approximately five metres in diameter. It is surrounded by blocks of sloped seating, stage level at the front and higher at the back, giving an intimate proximity to the action and a different orientation depending on where you are sat. Access for both audience and actors is via five walkways spaced equidistantly around the stage.

One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest unfolds in 1970s Oregon, America, within a psychiatric facility. The clinical space and nearly all of its sparse furnishings, is painted stark white.

It is split across two levels. Downstairs is the ward, its floor a grid of medium-sized streaky white and faded green tiles. On adjacent perimeters of the circle are two curved, cast-iron column radiators, low enough for patients to perch on. Between them is a brown wooden rocking chair with delicate legs, cream padding and two thick leather straps with buckles at chest and ankle height respectively. Opposite the chair is a sturdy rectangular box, one metre long and half a metre wide, housing the electrical supply to the facility. Pinprick lights of red and green twinkle through its mesh casing. The only leisure item is a brown television set with knob buttons and a protruding back, dangling tantalisingly just out of reach overhead and to one side.

Far to one side, a white cast-iron spiral staircase winds up to a mezzanine platform, approximately three metres long and one metre wide. This platform is largely the domain of the staff, enabling surveillance down into the ward. It is curved inwards, evoking the circle below and supported by a slim column on either side. Fixed onto its steel safety railings is an announcement system, a small white control panel with a thin upright microphone, connected to three large tannoy horn-speakers suspended from the ceiling.

A tall, square white back wall contains a door leading to the rest of the facility, including offices. Next to it are three large, translucent windows, obscuring all but passing shadows. Affixed above the windows and door is a row of bulkhead lamps — small industrial oval bulbs encased in a protective cage that omit a brilliant white or, if a warning signal is required, flashing red light. During scene transitions, the occasional moving pattern is projected onto the wall, such as buzzing static or rippling water.

At one end of the platform is a short flight of stairs for staff and the occasional visitor to scamper up and away into the unseen outside world.

An identical flight of stairs, also leading to the outside, stands on the opposite side of the space. This staircase is unattached to a larger platform; instead, it is supported by a single, slender column, white with a pond-green base. Directly next to it, at Dress Circle level, is a box of audience seating. A row of bulkhead lights lines the wall behind them, plunging them into light or shadow. A narrow rectangular surface lines the front of their box, the same length as the mezzanine opposite, which doubles as a projection screen.

As we take our seats, both projection surfaces display text, situating us in Congo Square, New Orleans. In a fresh take on the classic novel, director Clint Dyer delves further into its illusions to colonialism and the social structures built to silent dissent. In both the live, projected text and in the programme, we are informed that Congo Square is a Native American gathering space, and that in 1817, the mayor of New Orleans issued an ordinance that made the gathering of enslaved African Americans illegal outside of a specified area. This area became a space for community, trade and ritual, later becoming a symbol of resistance in America. A lighting effect on the floor gives the illusion of dozens of small square stone tiles in concentric circles.

At the beginning of the performance, a group of athletic black men burst into Congo Square singing and playing large hand drums strapped around their bodies. They bring the square to life, with dynamic high jumps, grooving with the rhythm wearing brightly coloured sports clothes, including basketball jerseys and matching tracksuits in electric blues, bright reds, greens and vibrant yellows.

There’s a cast of eighteen; eight patients and seven members of staff. The staff consists of three nurses, including Nurse Ratched, three aides and a doctor. There are three ensemble members who multi-role, as does one of the nurses.
Inside the psychiatric facility, the patients are identified by their loose-fitting pond green scrubs, consisting of matching trousers and short-sleeved t-shirts. They have a pyjama-like quality to them. A few patients wear slippers,  others soft white plimsols. All patients are black apart from one, who is Indigenous American with pale skin.
One of the ward’s longest-standing patients is Dale Harding, who goes by his last name. A self-aware, eloquent man in his mid-40s, Harding has been the group’s loose leader figure until now. He’s lean, around five feet ten, with black hair shorn close to his head. There’s a touch of theatricality about Harding, from his silk paisley robe, his rings and gold rimmed spectacles, to his precise diction and rich singing voice.
Billy Bibbit is a highly sensitive, anxious man. At 31 he still appears boyish, partly due to his youthful complexion and lean muscular frame, but also due to his timidity and awkwardness, stemming from a domineering relationship with his mother. His anxiety manifests in many ways, including a stammer and his struggle to make eye contact. He’s rarely far from Nurse Ratched, even steadying the wobble of her rocking chair when she rises. Billy is handsome with a bashful smile. His medium-sized afro is styled in a side parting. Under his scrubs he wears a long-sleeved green and white raglan t-shirt and he has a bandage wrapped round one of his hands and wrists.
Martini is an excitable fellow around 40 with an infantile manner and a manic goofy grin. The other patients tower over him at five foot six, but his energy is boundless. His physique is lean, wiry and his afro is natural and spikey. He wears a beige overshirt over his scrubs.
Scanlon is preoccupied with an obsession with blowing things up. He’s a handsome fifty-year-old, just over six feet. His mini afro is worn natural, greying at the sides. Under Scanlon’s scrubs is a skewwhiff grey tie and a washed-out white shirt.  Like an unhinged science teacher, he’s often wearing thick plastic safety goggles and riffling through his bright blue tool kit.
Cheswick is a tall fellow in his 30s with a soft physique and sloping walk. He wears a pale pink and white stripey dressing gown over his scrubs and always has a pair of spongey orange headphones around his neck. He has a short, messy beard and a large natural afro.
Ruckley doesn’t speak and is barely referred to by others but is a constant and terrifyingly sad presence in the room. In his mid-40s, he suffers from unrelenting muscle spasms and spends most of his time attached to one of the pillars, his hands clawing the air and his eyes wide with terror. His afro has become locked due to neglect and he walks with the unsteadiness of a man twice his age.
Chief Bromden, unkindly known as Chief Broom, as he spends most of his time haunting the edges of the room sweeping up, is in his mid-30s. He’s colossal at six foot four with an incredible muscular physique and broad shoulders. Chief is almost completely silent, shrinking away from people, or rocking back and forth hugging himself, broken and beaten, which is upsettingly at odds with the power of his stature. He’s half Indigenous American and half white, with pale skin. His long black hair dangles to his shoulders, greasy and unkempt. He shuffles around in a pair of cosy sheepskin slippers.
Into the facility strolls a new leader, a burst of life for all the men, Randle P. McMurphy, almost exclusively referred to by his last name. A cyclone in jeans and plaid with wild charisma and fury in equal measure, he’s immediately dominant, standing at six three with enormous taught muscles. He’s devastatingly handsome, his goatee and afro are both short, well-kept with sharp edges. His light eyes are striking and flash with his erratic emotions. He struts in, pumped up, wearing loose blue jeans, thick black soled boots and a red and black plaid shirt, sleeves rolled up to show off a sleeve tattoo. McMurphy clutches a tweed flat cap, which he keeps with him even when he’s changed into scrubs and has a cigarette behind ear. McMurphy has very little sense of personal space, getting up in people’s faces and buzzes around in perpetual motion, twitching, blinking and shadow boxing.
The nurses and doctors are all white.
A smile as starched as her uniform, Nurse Ratched is a handsome woman around 50. She has a clear pale complexion and dark hair up by her ears, severely gelled underneath a little white nurse’s cap. She’s very neat, her dress is stiff, white, A-line to the knee with long sleeves. On the chest is a nametag and a silver pocket watch. She wears matching white brogues. Her calm demeanor is unnerving, although the ‘boys’ as she refers to them, all tower over her at five foot eight, she has an aura that they swarm around. All except McMurphy, at whom she purses her lips and stares at over her specs.
She’s helped by two other nurses in the same uniform, except with short sleeves. One is older with blonde hair pulled back into a bun. The younger nurse, Nurse Flinn, is in her 20s, wide eyed and nervous who is spooked by the patients. Her dark hair is neatly pinned back.
Dr. Spivey is the chaotic Doctor in the institution, who is kinder to the patients than the nurses and aides are. He’s a slim, pale man in his early 40s only slightly taller than Nurse Ratchet. His brown corkscrew curls are unkempt, his moustache ungroomed and his attire is a tad sloppy. He wears brown flared trousers, tan leather shoes, a white and brown stripey shirt and an undone brown tie under his white coat. He has round spectacles.
The aides are three black men in immaculate all-white uniforms. Their shirts and trousers are pristine, and they wear black belts and black bow ties. Their shoes are thick-soled white rubber lace-ups that don’t make a sound, and they each have a name tag.
Aide Warren is a towering fellow of six foot five, with legs almost half of his body. He’s in his early 30s and his short afro hair has a parting on the left side. He also has a light moustache.
Aide Williams is often seen ganging up on the patients with Warren, loping around like a pair of lithe panthers. Only a few inches shorter than Warren and also in his mid-30s, he’s muscular, intimidating, his black afro is short and well-groomed.
Aide Turkle is the most humane and occasionally helps the patients out to bum the occasional cigarette. Six foot two and broad shouldered, he’s slightly older in his late 30s. He has a short afro and a thick moustache. Off duty, he’s seen swaggering around in a blue bomber jacket and smoking a cigarette.
Other characters who appear are the Chief’s father as an apparition. He is Indigenous American with tanned skin, in his late 40s. He’s tall and muscular, with long, straight dark brown hair. He wears loose jeans, an animal skin waistcoat, with fringing over his bare chest and walks barefoot.
Candy Starr is McMurphy’s easy-going and fun-loving friend, who breaks in to see him. She’s in early 30s. Her petite five-foot one frame is a stark contrast to McMurphy’s bulk; she appears doll-like when she squeals in, wrapping her legs around his waist.  Her long hair is thick, deep red and worn in waves and she has a pale complexion. She has a sexy prowl and shows off her figure in tight bootcut jeans, heeled black boots, and a tight band t-shirt that flashes her tummy. Over this she wears a long black leather jacket with a huge fur collar. Later Candy appears in a crochet bra top, tiny daisy duke shorts, tall, heeled boots in snakeskin and a shaggy cream fur coat.
When she appears the second time, Candy brings her friend Sandy with her. Around the same age with fair skin and a slim figure, Sandy is dressed quite hippish; her long wavy blonde hair is worn in plaits with a bandana and she wears jeans and a purple lace blouse with flowing belle sleeves.
Other characters will be described as and when they appear.

Cast

The patients
Randle P. McMurphy – Aaron Pierre
Dale Harding – Giles Terera
Chief Bromden – Arthur Boan
Ruckley – Ene Frost
Martini – Jason Pennycooke
Cheswick – Javone Prince
Scanlon – Mo Sesay
Billy Bibbit – Kedar Williams-Stirling

The staff
Nurse Ratched – Olivia Williams
Aide Warren – Samson Ajewole
Aide Turkle – Kazeem Tosin Amore
Aide Williams – Jaz Hutchins
Nurse Flinn/Sandra – Amy Newton
Dr. Spivey – Matthew Steer

Other roles
Candy Starr – Daisy Lewis
Ensemble – Adam Bond, Emma Cater, Shaquille Jack
Creative Team

Director – Clint Dyer
Set & Costume – Ben Stones
Lighting – Chris Davey
Sound – Benjamin Grant
Video – Gino Ricardo Green
Movement – Lucie Pakhurst
Casting – Heather Basten CDG CSA
Voice & Dialect – Joel Trill
Intimacy – Bethan Clark
Fights – Kev McCurdy
Associate Director – Jade Hackett
Associate Wigs, Hair & Make-Up - Keisha-Paris Banya
Props Supervisor – Jamie Owens
Costume Supervisor – Maybelle Laye
Dialect for Chief Bromden – Nathan Woodworth

Stage Management

Company Stage Manager – Suzanne Bourke
Deputy Stage Manager – Anna Townley
Assistant Stage Manager – Afua Nuamah

Content Guidance

If you prefer not to hear content notices, please switch off now.

One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest is set in a psychiatric facility in the 1970s and features a range of mental health conditions, violence, suicide and references to statutory rape.

This production contains haze, smoke, onstage smoking (herbal cigarette), flashing lights, theatrical blood, the use of prop firearms and needles, gunshot sound effects and spark effects.

This is the end of the introductory notes.

