











                                                    The Prisoner





                      According to the sleeve notes of the re-issue CD of the collected works of Beckenham rock band Comus, ' The Prisoner' , a


song about a psychiatric patients' experiences in 'a hospital for the


mentally sick',may predate Bowie's own song with an identical theme,


' All the Madmen '.


                       David Bowie told Penny Valentine in an interview that took place on February 4th, 1970, that his next album would be more solid and Ken Pitt further states that 'as I began to hear snippets of the new material David was writng I knew that to be an understatement', possibly placing the emergence of this material as early 1970. Tony Visconti,  the producer who has worked with David Bowie more than any other over the years has been quoted as saying that David was writing at the last minute during recording which took place in April. 


                     Comus started to play at the Beckenham Arts Lab which was started and run by Mary Finnegan and David Bowie. Comus even visited David Bowie at Hadden Hall where he set up home in October 1969. Comus lived in a big house in Beckenham.The band supported Bowie at a prestigious concert at the Purcell Room, one of the South Bank concert halls, in November and while Bowie was 'a folkie, doing Jacques Brel ballads', Comus manager Chris Youle claims, Comus were writing songs about 'necrophilia, crucifixion, madness...' adding that' there wasnt anything like that in Bowie's repertoire'. 


                      The Prisoner is referred to as one of their earliest songs by Youle and the song was included in a demo package which earned the band a deal with RCA, before  they eventually recorded  the song for their first LP for Dawn records in September 1970. 


                      The similarities between 'The Prisoner' and 'All The Madmen' are obvious.Both songs deal with a psychiatric patient in a grim hospital situation. In both songs the patient is given electric shock treatment and both are written in the first person. Both allude to psychosurgery, still used today.


                       Both songs use melodrama and abrupt changes of tempo.


Though there are indications that 'The Prisoner' was written before


'All The Madmen'  it is not that important. Whether 'The  Prisoner' was directly inspired by Terry Burns is a question only Roger Wooton, who wrote the song, can answer. What goes some way to convincing me that 


David Bowie was even aware of the song is that two aspects of the song 


reappear in his later work. 'The Prisoner' ends dramatically with the word


'insane' repeated over and over as if on a tape loop. David Bowie uses the same device at the end of  his 'Chant of the Ever Circling Skeletal Family',


on his 'Diamond Dogs' LP . Both songs are the last songs on the respective 


LP's, that is, both LP's end with a single word repeated 'ad infinitum'.In the case of the Bowie record the final word is the first syllable of the word brother, the song being little more than the repetition of the word 'Brother'.  .Not so obvious perhaps is the similarity between 'The Prisoner' and another song that David Bowie wrote concerning Terry and that song is called 'Jump' from his 'Black Tie White Noise' LP. Both songs describe their subject as having 'no eyes'.


                     Terry's funeral was a grim affair attended by a few members of his family and a few friends from the hospital. David Bowie did not attend as he did not want to attract the inevitable media circus. Sadly there is no memorial to Terry at Elmers End crematorium, not even a rose bush 


let alone a standard small wall plaque, though this too is understandable as these would probably be removed by over zealous Bowie fans as souvenirs. David Bowie's songs that deal directly with his brother and his fate are a memorial in themselves and if it cannot be confirmed that 'The Prisoner' was inspired by Terry Burns perhaps these songs will continue to remind people of the old hospitals, the memory of which the public seem keen to sweep under the carpet as soon as they are closed and as so often happens are converted to luxury private housing estates leaving their former residents if not for dead , dispossed.


