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That would be telling.
~

 
Over the past month, I've been
making an effort to improve my
Britishness. (Ironically, I'm a
Canadian, which technically means
I'm actually an American who won't
admit it, but never mind.) To that
end, I've been cruising the shelves
and the webpages, trying to shore
up my cultural awareness. I've
become a devoted fan of insightful
TV angry man Charlie Brooker, and
I've been cautiously sampling the
works of John Le Carré. I've even
learned to fear the dead-eyed
Lovecraftian horror my fellow
Ferretbrainers know as "Mr.
Noseybonk."

  
And I've watched The Prisoner for
the first time.

  
Ah, The Prisoner. It's one of the
undisputed classics of SF television,
referenced in a thousand shows and
songs. The story is simple enough:
sometime in the late 1960s, uber-
spy Patrick McGoohan angrily
resigns his post, prompting the
Powers That Be to drug him and
whisk him away to a surreal little
village (know, appropriately
enough, as "The Village") from
which there is no escape. The stage is set for a struggle of wills between the
pugnacious, individualistic McGoohan (whose character is only ever known by the
designation of "Number Six") and his desire to be free of his prison, and the insidious
nigh-omnipotence of the Village, represented by the eternally-changing figure of
Number Two, which constantly demands to know the reason behind No. 6's resignation.
Throw in some Skinnerian behavior-modification therapy, a few conspiracies of silence,
and a homicidal weather balloon, and you've got yourself the show in a nutshell.

  
While watching the show over the past week, it struck me how much a product of its
era The Prisoner was. The show wears the late 1960s on its sleeve, both visually and
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thematically. There are the obvious cues, of course, with the vaguely-mod costumes,
the references to psychotropic drugs, the themes of youth in rebellion against
authority, and enough surreal freak-outs to give William Burroughs pause. There are
also the subtler ideas, such as the references to convergence theory in East-West
relations which now seem completely alien, as well the series' reconsideration of the
figure of the spy. Indeed, one of the most startling things I found while watching The
Prisoner was how much of a thematic resemblance it had to John Le Carré's 1963
classic The Spy Who Came In From The Cold. Both feature their central characters
butting heads with their increasingly collectivized and bureaucratized societies, and
both depict the whole concept of "spying" becoming less an external conflict with
enemy agents and more an inner struggle between one's own allegiances and beliefs.

  
Not that The Prisoner makes noticing any of this easy. To a contemporary viewer, the
show is miserly in revealing its secrets, with so many bluffs and double-backs that it's
hard to tell if anything new has actually be learned in given episode. Some of the
episodes tend to drift into either cliché (with, say, No. 6 defeating a teaching computer
Jim-Kirk style), contrivance (one episode actually has No. 6 escape the Village scot-
free, only to be delivered right back to it by the end credits), or pure lunacy (as in the
one time where the show becomes a Western. No, really.) The show also eschews most
of the tropes of modern serialized storytelling, with little in the way of character or plot
arcs. Infamously, even the exact order of the series' seventeen episodes is uncertain,
with at least five different ordering schemes based on airdates, throwaway details, and
the like.

  
And then there is the final episode, Fall Out. I won't say anything about it here,
because a) I don't want to spoil anything, and b) I have no idea what the holy hell
happened in it. Suffice to say, the contemporary outcries over the finales of The
Sopranos, Battlestar Galactica, and Lost were a collective tempest in a teapot
compared to the typhoon of rage that met McGoohan after the final episode ran.

  
As someone who didn't hate the final episode, but who didn't really understand it
either, I was rather interested in picking up the erstwhile subject of this review, the
graphic novel The Prisoner: Shattered Visage. Written by Dean Motter and Mark
Askwith (and illustrated by Motter to boot), it was released back in 1988 in time for the
20th anniversary of the original series. Billed as a sequel, it is a sort of combination
homage, explanation, and extrapolation of the series.

  
The opening prologue quickly sets the scene, with the revelation that, while the Village
was abandoned twenty years previously, concurrent with the end of the actual series
back in 1968, the fate of No. 6 himself was a mystery. The story soon drops in on
protagonist Alice Drake, another resigned spy, as she sets off for a sailing trip around
the world. After running afoul of a hurricane, she runs aground on the shore of the
Village, now a plant-infested ruin, inhabited by a bedraggled and broken No. 6.
However, the plot deepens as another figure from the Village's past makes a pilgrimage
back to his old stomping grounds. Meanwhile, Alice's ex-husband Tom, a spy himself
with a fair deal of knowledge about the Village, begins trying to figure out what
happened to Alice, stumbling deeper into a mess of conspiracy surrounding the true
purpose of the Village.

  
While it is a conventional plot, the devil is in the details. There are plenty of little nods
to the great spy stories of the past, The Avengers and Le Carré's work and even to

http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,942145,00.html


11/8/2017 Ferretbrain - What Is This Review About?

file:///C:/Alasdair%20-%20Ferretbrain%20Backup/Alasdair%27s%20Ferretbrain%20Backup/ferretbrain.com/articles/article-645.html 3/3

McGoohan's own Danger Man. However, much like Watchman, the little details build a
much bigger story that the dialogue and actions of the characters alone. A hand-off of a
floppy disk suggests that Alice's shipwreck was not entirely an accident. A figure in a
bowler hat takes on a greater prominence as the story progresses. Figures and names
from the show itself seep into the story, hinting at a greater structure still at play.
Rather more disturbingly, references are made to the Village itself being a "prototype,"
a word that takes on a terrible meaning in a denouement that resonates unpleasantly
with the reality of London in 2010.

  
Overall, Shattered Visage is a fitting sequel to The Prisoner. No answers are ever
handed out, but crumbs are scattered for the reader to find a path, and there is even,
buried amidst the suspicions and fireworks, a sort of closure for No. 6 and his eternal
struggle. A decent, if perplexing read, in other words.

  
Be seeing you.
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