hen The Prisonerwas first broadcastin
1967, 0n Sunday evenings at 7.25, was

eleven yearsold, and as baffled asanybody
by the complexity of this new, eagerly-awaited
fantasy series. When it was eventually repeatedina
] late-night slotsome years after the furore had died

down, | was fourteen and aware by now thatthis

strange series was not quite what it pretended to be.
Iworked at figuring itout. Itwas seven years|ater
beforeitwas shown again, by which time ithad
attainedthe status of a cult series. | sat andwatched

Feature by Jon Abbott

itin the company of people my own age and orolder
whostill hadn'tfigured it out. | laughed out loud.
loved it.

When The Prisanerwas first screened, it was
almost universally panned by perplexed audiences
and populist pundits alike. The average TV viewer
had by then already been conditioned not tothink
whilewatching,and take what they saw at face
value, while the newshounds, running with the pack
asusual, jumped on their prey with thesame
jackal-like enthusiasm with which they've recently
greeted Channel Four, and, moredeservedly,
TV-AM. The morethings change, the morethey
remain the same.

The ingenuity and imagination of The Prisaneris
unparallelledin British TV, except perhaps by The
Avengers and the William Hartnell episodes of
DoctorWho. . . but whereasthe style and success of
thosetwo series can be attributedto ahappy
accident, The Prisoner was avery definiteand
deliberate statement by a man whe had suddenly
and unexpectedly found himselfin theenviable
position of being able to call the shots, a brave
indulgence that paid offin s pades artistical ly, ifnot
intheintended financial manner preferable toa
bambaozled ITC and their American buyers,

The series was conceived by McGoohan,
writer/producer David Tomblin, and George
Markstein, script editor on both this series and
Danger Man, the straightforward spythrilleron
which McGoohan had made his name and

. L — reputation. Markstein had worked in somecapacity
Above. The Prisolrrer (Patrick McGoohan) h:as a feeling he_;'s_ being followed by the village police, British Intelligence (it's him at the deskin the
Below: The sories” femous symbol of absurdity and eccenticity. opening seq J,and knew that there are places
where retired spies were sentto quietly live outthe
restof their lives if their heads were too fullof
secretsto take chances with. Imagine, for example, a
drunken, embittered ex-agent, or an aged operative
approaching senility.

Butwhereas Markstein sawthe seriesas a simple
andlogical extension of Danger Man, McGoohan
came to see the series as a surrealistic andsymbolic
commentary on the absurdities and hypocrisies of
the British way of life, actively taking an
ever-increasing hand in the overall look and
direction of the show, contributing to the bizarre
little visual touches, and writing and directingthree
episodes, “Free For All", “Once Upon A Time", and
“Fall Out”, episodes in which the imagery and
double-meanings are naturally attheir strongest.
“Free For All" is amarvellous satire on politics, and
the ultimate futility of freedom of speech when the
establishment is holding all the cards before and
afteryou open yourmouth, whilethe latter arethe
two concluding episodes that caused allthe
controversy.

Markstein, the masses, and ITC abandonedthe
series, and itended its prematurely curtailed
seventeen-week runinthe 11.15graveyard slot on
Sunday nights, amidst the jeers of gursociety's very
own Number Twos, the conformistsand
narrow-minded non-thinkers who McGoohan's
glorious, near-private joke had beensending upall
along. This he did in the guise of abizarre
science-fictional spy drama based partly on fact, but
mostly outrageous fantasy and imagery th atgrew

-
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even more bizarre as the series wenton.

The Prisoner was a scathing, satirical indictment
of British complacency in which sacietyis
represented by The Village, a grand massdelusion
of parades and privileges earned. Here, the majority
of inhabitants turn a blind eye and deaf ear tothe
quiet atrocities of the community leaders [eacha
Number Two answerable only to the mysterious
unseen Number One) which are committed onthe
fewinhabitants who refuse to conform. These are
fellow prisoners who dare to ask questions
{"Questions are a burden to others” is one ofthe
many Orwellian slogans that adorn the walls ofthe
village public places), who resist their masters'
conditioning andtry to escape.

McGoohan plays the non-confermist Number Six,
forever trapped inan environment where the people
arefree to doexactly as they please justsolongas
they do exactly as they're told. Sound familiar? The

daily paper is the “Tally-Ho". Each day startswith
the over-familiar friendly tones of aninsincere
announcer on aradio and loud-speaker systemthat
can'tbeturned off, and which broadcaststheday's
instructions to the villagers as activities they might
wish to participate in. Each week McGoohanis
harangued by the latest ofthe faceless beaurocratic
Number Twos. Their task s to extract “information™
from him, the informationthat caused himto
furiously resign from their set-up . . .to breakhis
will, but without damaging him, for he has
something they want. They mustknow . . .Why
doesn't hewant to do as he'stold, likeeverybody
else? Why can't he just be happy in theirvillage?
Why must he be difficult and disruptive?
Incredibly, so many years on, there are still some
-people who haven't yet twiggedthe
double-meanings behind this series, eventhough
McGoohan blew the whistle on himself rather
obviously forthe final two episodes, abandoning
the spy theme completely when the financial rug
was pulled out from underneath his feet and hewas
orderedtowrap upthe series. As most viewershad
been following the stories purely on thissurface
lewel, all hell broke loose when McGoohanswitched
from symbolism to out and out surrealism for the
final two episodes which were to reveal all, witha
bizarre scenario including hooded accusers each
labelled after one of society'sills, amodel house and
office complete with bars {which eventually takes off
down the M1} and an unintelligible youthful rebel
whom no-onecan understand,

McGoohanwas joined for the climactictwo-parter
by an earlier Number Two, Leo McKern (better
known today as John Mortimer's Rumpole ofthe
Bailey and the similarly symbolic and anarchic TV
play Country), who takes him on a harrowing
single-stage journey through the conditioning and
gradual erosion of his freedom and independent
ideasthroughout his life in a last-ditch effort tomake
the Prisoner explain himself. Did the village belong
to "ourside” or “theirside” ? It hardly matteredof
course, as the conclusion to the series makes
abundantly clear, but ITV was besieged byindignant
callers and perplexed viewers, while the hacksfrom
thereal-life "Tally-Ho"s had a field day stirringup
outrageover this amazing, arrogant “flop”. Didtheir
editors really know what the series had beentrying
to say,and were trying to discreditit, orwerethey
genuinely mystified by its message? Thatquestion
alonecould supply enough paranoicinput for anas
yetunrealised eighteenth episode, butof coursethe
seriesis gone, remembered, but firmly wedgedinits
time period. Fifteen years on, its credibility and
sophistication marred only by the attentions ofa
nutty fan ¢lubof the sort that constantly makestv
and sf a laughing stock in the eyes of the general
public {butwhich has at leastsucceeded intheir I

Top: The Prisoner undergoes @ trug-or-false test, vilfage-styls. Middle: McGoohan confronts the
show’s script editor, George Markstein, in Many Happy Returns. Bottom: /o Checkmate
McGoohan does the ward round at the village hospital with Peter Wyngarde.
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Prisoner Episode Cecklist

Prod: David Tomblin, Dir
Photography: Brandon Stafford,
Music: Ron Grainer, Regularcast:
Patrick McGoohan {Number Six),
Angela Muscat (Tha Butler),

ARRIVAL

by Gearge MarksteinDavid Tomblin, Dir
Don Chaffey. Guests: Paul Eddingten, Virgi-
nia Maskell. The Prisoner arrives at the Vil-
lage, where those in control try o determine
reasons for his resignation from the
British Secret Service,

THE CHIMES OF BIG BEN
by Vincent Tilsley, Dvr: Don Chaffey. Guests:
Lea McKern, Finlay Curry, Numbear Six is the
vietim of & complex hoax fo make him think
he has escaped the Village

AB&C

by Amhony Skeene, Dir: Pat Jackson
Guests: Peter Bowles, Sheila Allen, Number
Two invades Number Six's dreams in
attempt to fing the information ke needs.

FREE FOR ALL
by Paddy Fitz, Dir: Patrick McGoohan, Eric

Portman, Rachal Herberr  The Prisoner
attempts to get himself electeo to the post of
Number Two.

THE SCHIZOID MAN

by Terence Fealy, Dir: Pat Jacksan. Guests:
Antan Rogers, Jane Merrow, The contrallers
of the Village use a double of Number Six to
make him doubt s identity,

THE GENERAL

by Joshua Adam, Qi Peter Graham, Guests:
John Castle, Colin Gordon. The Prisoner
thwarts a plan to coniral the minds of the
villagers through an electronic “teacking de-
wice .

MANY HAPPY RETURNS

by Anhony Skeene, Oir Joseph Serf,
Guests: Patrick Cargill, Donald Sinden. The
Prisongr he Village abandaned and
attempis to escape.

DANCE OF THE DEAD

by Anthony Skeene, i Don Chaffey.
Guests: Duncan MacRae, Mary Morris, The
Prisanet is put on trial after trying to conceal
an 505 note in a coffin leaving the Village.

DONOTFORSAKE ME OH MY DARLING

by Vincent Tilzley, Dvr: Pat Jackson. Guests;
Nigel Stock, Clifford Evans. The Prisongr’s
mind is transfeered to another’s body.

TS YOUR FUNERAL

by Michael Cramay, Dir: Robert Asher.
Gueests: Derrin Nesbitt, Wanda Ventham, The
controllers of the Village Iry to convince
Number Six an assassination 5 afoor,

CHECKMATE

by Gerald Kelsey, Dir: Dan Chaffay. G:
Peter Wyngarde, Ronald Radd, The Prisonar
15 the pawn in & deadly chess-game.

A CHANGE OF MIND
by Roger Parkes, O Joseph Serf. Guests
George Pravda, 4
discover Number Six’s reasons dor g
the service, the contn
tronics fa transform his though

HAMMER INTO ANVIL

by Roger Woddis, Dir: Pat Jackson. Guests:
Victor Maddern, Patrick Cargill. Number §
fries o convince Nomber Two thar he (5 in the
employ of the Controllers,

=

THE GIRL WHO WAS DEATH

by Terence Feely, O Dawid Tomblin
Guesis: nristopher Benjamin, Justing
Lord. Number Six engages in a batdle for
survival with @ girl who cails herself Death,

ONCE UPON A TIME

by Patrick McGoohan, D Patrick
MeGoohan, Guests: Peter Swanwick, Lea
McKern. The Prsoner is subjected fo a
dangergus electronic mind probe device.

FALL OUT

by Patrick McGoohan, Oir:  Patrick
McGoohan, Guests: Peter Swanswick, Leo
McKern, The Prisoner finally escapes from
the village, but finds the outside as much of &
prison,

LIVING IN HARMONY

by David Tomblin, Dir: David Tornblin,
Guests: David Bauer, Alexis Kanner. Number
Six inexplicably finds himself 25 a sheniff in &
Weestern town and is torn between his peace-
Ml instincts and the necessity of carrying a

/4B

< 4 ; ¥
Top left: McGoohan and butler Angelo Muscat beside the anigmatic
black hearse that took him to the village, and his own distinctive
custom car. Bottom left: McGoohan and would-be world congqueror
Kanneth Griffith in The Girl who was Death. Above: The Prisoner
Living in Harmony.
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Top: McGoohan looks slightly uncertain about running for office in Free For All. Bottom: Local
calls only on the village telephone.
-
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persistent lobbying for repeats), even ITV was
preparedto feature an episode as one of its finest
achievemnentsin its "Best Of British” seasona
couple of years ago, a selection that otherwise
hardly lived up to its hopeful title. Number Sixwould
have been amused.

“Arrival” is the opening episode inwhich
McGoohan first encounters the Village, andnot
surprisingly is a definitive example of the series, in
which the stage is set for the Prisoner‘scoming
strugale with his smug kidnappers. It's essentialto
have seen this episode to fully appreciate the effect
ofthose that follow. Masterfully constructed with
split-second precision editing and direction, the
villagers statements are infuriatingly unhelpful and
laced with double meanings [ “Feel free”, “Be seeing
you!")as he explores his elegant Alcatraz. Meeting
the firstof many Number Twos, he snaps " Get
MNumberOne!" “Asfarasyou're cancerned, 'min
charge” isthe smoothreply.

If *Arrival” can be considered the definitive
explanatory episode, “The Schizoid Man", inwhich
Number Six is transformed seemingly overnight
into a manwho is about to become a duplicateof
Number Sixin orderto break him(!), demonstrates
perfectly the series’ own distinctive speciality, that
of a plotwithin a plot, meanings withinmeanings,
and wheels within wheels, marvellously intriguing
inits complexity,and a tour de farcefrom
MeGoohan. Unfortunately, the inevitable climax of
this episode, while executed quite professionally, is
alltoo obvious, and Number Six has been shownto
be so devious and resourceful inthis andother
episodes thatit's difficult toimagine that heshould
ultimately fall so carelessly for one of the oldest
tricks in the book at story’s end. “The General”, a
witty satire on education in which the villagers
gleefully participate in brainwashing under the
guise of speed-learning without mistakes, is
challenging and successful throughout many
superbly realised and bizarre scenes; asingleman
being chased along the beach by a mob, deceitfully
reassuring TV broadcasts, the idiocy of the villagers,
adrawing room filled with sheet-covered busts, and
aself-indulgent garden where pupils do anything
but learn while under theimpressian thatthey're
learning. Again it almost, but not quite, falls apartin
the closing scene, when people begin to act outof
characterforthe sake of a speedy convenient
resolution.

(One episode with a genuine twist ending is
“Checkmate”, easily another of the best tales, witha
final scene both entirely unexpected yet totally
logical. Only "Many Happy Returns”, in whichthe
Prisonerwakes ane morning to find the village
deserted and abandoned and promptly setsabout
making a getaway, slams home so effectivelythe
force of the despair Number Six must experienceat
having come so close to freedom after somuch
effort, only to be thwarted in the final stages ofhis
plans.

Given the strenuous physical exertionexpended
by the Prisoner inthese episodes, it's iranic that his
final escape is generally straightforward once his
exhausting symbolic battle of mindsiscompleted
with McKern.

The series must be seen complete, andevery
episodeis a gem, butalthough there were no bad
episodes, certain episodes are inevitably stronger
than others. “"Hammer Into Anvil" was perhapsone
ofthe most conventional episodes of the series, and
as such one of the mostimmediately accessible at
first view. Because of this, unlike the morecomplex,
multi-layerad episodes, it stands up to repeat
screening the leastwell, having had most ofits
impact at first viewing. A straightforward
hera/villain set-up is established in the first scene
when the latest Number Two {comedy character

21



actor Patrick Cargill, who appearsin anearlier
episode| confrants Number Six. Already shownta
beaparticularly nasty sadist, as opposedtothe
usual gentlemanly adversaries of other episodes, he
taunts McGoohan, sneering, “lwonderwhat's
goingoninthat mind?”. “Disgust,” replies .
McGoahan, unhesitatingly! Cargill's portrayal ofthe
man's breakdown and gradual disintegration
around his colleagues and underlings is faultless,
but despite the immediate enjoymentin watching
this pantomime villain's downfall (McGoohan hasit
infor him after he has seen a young girl drivento
suicide) as a gut-level response, the plotis
conventional enough to have been an episodeof
anywell-made TV series with an elaborateand
ingenious scam as its premise,

Equally conventional, but eontaining some of the
usual unigue mystery, magic, and double-meanings
readily identified with the seriesis “It's Your
Funeral”, in which an ugly end for a former Number

22

Twois planned by his fel lows. Number Six, forno
goodreason, assumes that if the assassination
attemptis successful, a horrible punishment willbe
meted outon the village (and destroy the llusion of
a contented saciety, while simultaneously revealing
keepersframthe kept by theirimmunity?), although
justwhat form this might take is never explored, and
the Prisoner never once suspects the usual trap. He
decides he mustwarn the victim and again playsthe
hero. It'sthese episodes that come the closest to
straining the show's already naturally tenuous
credibility. Ifwe are to accept the analogy ofthe
series’ premise, we must also accept Number Sixas
the persecuted, not a knightin shining armour.
Three of the strangest episodes of the series, that
helped add tothe cult of the bizarre thatthe
cancelled series would be thrust into, were adirect
necessity of the premature curtailing of the show
leriginally intended to be in groups of thirteen, the
series was finally extended to a complete run of

Top left: The Prisonar prepares for some Fall
Qut. Bottom left: McGoahan attends a Dance of
the Dead with Mary Morris and Norma West.
Above: McGoohan on the besch ‘cave’ set
Opposite page, top left: The village cordless
telephone. Bottom left: Another lovely day in
the village . . . Top right: The Prisoner adapts to
life in the wild west during another of his
captors” elaborate stunts, in Living in Harmony,
Middle right: McGoohan on location in the
village. Bottom right: Number Six enfoys fife in
a democracy in Free For All,

seventeen). Producer David Tomblin was presented
with the thankless task of producing three episodes
and a finale without the very village locale thatthe
Prisonerwas trapped in, and one of them without
the star himself! The writers rose to thetask
admirably with remarkable resourcefulness and
imagination, achieving their aim with three
extraordinary and brilliant ploys. In “Do Mot Forsake
Me Oh My Darling”, the Prisoner's mind is placed
inside another body, and the entire episode takes
place with Number Six played by a different actor
{Nigel Stock)! “The Girl Who Was Death” isa
hilarious "Avengers''U.N.C.L.E."type spoof,
complete with madman who wants to take overthe
world (dressed in the typically appropriate garb, of
course), with McGoohan inexplicably chasingthe
wauld-be world congueror and hisfemmefatale
through a TV wonderland of eccentric '60s Britain far
removed from (but naturally reminiscent of| the
village. Again, the solution to this seenario,
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