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Garrison Keillor's script often turns into typical
Robert Altman free-for-all scenes in A Prairie Home
Companion, now filming.

As his ‘Prairie’ evolves, so does Keillor

m Garrison Keillor embraces the spontaneous genius of
Robert Altman as they turn his radio show into a movie.

By PETER KAUFMAN
Wi Font

ST. PAUL, Minn.
reparing to rehearse a scene
on the set of his latest project,
Robert Altman, the dean of

American film directors, says: “ don't
even know what's in the script.” He's
not a bit concerned about that, either.
He is, in fact, describing his custom-
ary way of working.

‘Waiting for technicians to solve some
problem, he leans back in a director’s
chair — exactly like the ones you have
in your rec mom, except that yours
don't say ROBERT ALTMAN on the
‘back.

“I'll go to set a scene up,” Altman
says, “and [l ask the actors what it is,
or I'll ask the script supervisor “What
is this scene, whal is this about, what
do they say in it?' Buf at the end of the

scene, | don't know whether they've
said the dialogue or not.”

This unorthodox method has
worked out pretty well for Altman. In
his 1970 breakthrough, M°A*S°H,
and in McCabe amd Mrs. Miller, The
FPlayer, Short Cuts and the best picture
nominees Nashville (1975) and Gosford
Park (2001), one of Ahman's hallmarks
is the spontaneity, the naturalness, of
the scenes, The speech on the page is
merely the springboard.

Still, it’s a little surprising 1o see
him take that approach on the cur-
rent movie: an adaptation of A Proirie

Home Companion, the venerable
weekend variety show on public radio
The screenplay was written by Praire
creator and host Garrison Keillor, who
is aleo a novelist and essayist. Words
matter to him. He selects them pains
takingly.

Moreover, Reillor is on the set nearly
every day, because in the film he is
playing himself — or at least he's play-
ing the host of a radio broadcast. He is
there watching as the actors and direc.
tor, again and again, futz with his lines,
meosh separate scenes together inte
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him intriguing and [ still do.”
So Keillor got to work on a screen-
about a St. Paul radio program

That's because the plot requires
station to be sold to a greedy Texas
corporation, which sends a hatchet
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Home Companion is still a work in

Progress.
“I think it's got life left in it,” he
says. “I keep feeling that it's ready

new way.
“1 don't have a clear vision of this
yet. But [ don't feel that I've done the
show that | really want to do. [ think
I'm still kind of searching for it.”
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