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And now, Keillor the playwright

Thewriter and radio host launches his first play, “Radio Man,"
in which he does — or perhaps does not — reveal himself.

By GRAYDON ROYCE
graydon royeedistanribune com

Garrison Keillor arrived late for
a rehearsal at History Theatre. If
this shock-topped scarecrow had
emerged from a Mew York subway
at 4 am., you would not have blinked.
He'd spent a long day “rewriting like

premmiere Saturday.

Keillor's rewrite had preceded him
1o the rehearsal room and caused
quite a stir.

“He's rewritten the whole firse
act” said director Ron Peluso, leaf-
ing through the pages. "T'mhaving a
heart attack right now™

Mow as Keillor entered the

Garrisen Keillor with actor Pearce Bunting at History Theatre in 5t. Paul

erazy” it for “Radio Man " his
first stage play, which has its world

room with a friendly wave
o thee cast, Peluso app:

“You were busy,” he said to Keillor.
“There were a lot of surprises, so we
should probably read through this.”

Keillor nodded silently, watching
choreographer Jan Puffer and the
actors work their way through what
used to be the opening mamber.

“Who's the Sharks and whoare the
Jets?” he quipped.

To actor Pearce Bunting, who
portrays the Host in “Radio Man,”
he said, “You play me, and s0 you do
not dance. Brought up by Christian

See KEILLOR on El0 =
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And now, Keillor the playwright

= KEILLOR from E1
people” Keillor watched for a
few minutes, snapping his fin-
gers sporadically to the music,
but quietly he told Peluso that
e felt the dance was too much
— adistraction from the story.

“The guy who plays me
should not be touched
other people,” he joked with
the cast at one point. “No
touching”

“Can I touch them?" Bun-
ting asked.

“Be very careful,” Keillor

said.

At72, Keillor celebrates the
40th anniversary of "A Prairie
Home Companion” this year.
And hehas added “playwright™
o his long line of descriptors.
He loves it, wants to do more
and has ideas for future sce-
narios. On this day, however,
his effort was focused on the
present, on “Radio Man," a
loosely antobdographical play
with music about Keillor and
“Prairie Home."

The main character, Keil-
lor said, is an "Everyman, a
schnook who gets pushed
around by everybody, ... His
major foible is that he has
allowed himself to be the sub-
ject of a plag™

Waiting for 20 years

‘When Peluso became artis-
tic directorat History Theatre
20 years ago, he invited Keillor
o write a play. The two knew
each other through Peluso’s
wife, Sue Scott, who has been
in the “Prairie Home" cast for
22 years.

Keillor finally took the bait
a couple of years ago.

“He said, ‘I think 1 should
write a play about the 40 years
of *Prairie Home Compan-

jon,”"" Peluso recalled. “He
said, ‘Tl play the dad or the
janitor"™

Early drafts were too much
about the show and less about
the man. "It's called "Radio
Man." We want to get to know
more about him," Peluso
remembered telling Keillor:

Anddid the writer heed this
advice?

“Ithinkhe has,” Peluso said,
“The personal stories he goes
to — this man has made some
mistakes in his personal, emo-
tional life. He was very braveto
write about that stufl"

Keillor was not so sureina
separate interview:

“He may have pushed, but 1
don't think he got what he was
looking for,” he said of Peluso's
desire. "] don’t reveal myselfin

this play because I don't think
T'm that interesting.”

For example, he said, look
at Tennesses Williams, whose
work he admires. Willlams
came from a crazy family, was
gay inanoppressive era, could
becombative and reckless and
felt constant guilt about his sis-
ler, Rose,

“Compared to that, I'm
pretty normal,” Keillor said.
“Idon't come from the South.”

Nao, just Anoka County. He
laughed.

“My people were wvery
cheerful,” he sald. “My parents
lewed each other, were openly
affectionate. They were evan-
gelicals, and growing up as an
evangelical does not qualify as
a big traumatic experience.”
His life was far removed

DANID JOLES +djoles@startribune.com
Garrison Kedllor, left, and Pearce Bunting, right, tock in a scene from "Radio Man" with actors
Jonah Harrisen (Young Garrson Keillor) and Peter Thomson at History Theatre in St Paul,

from Hollywood movies that
portray evangelical child-
hoods as scary and spooky.
“These were gentle, kind
people” he sald ol his relatives.
As he watched rehearsal,
Eeillor had a side conversa-
tion with Jonah Harrison, who
plays Young Garrison Keillor.
“How does it feel to be justa
memary, the ghost of my child-
hood?” Keillor asked Harrison
“I doubt you have a lot in com-
monwith my childhood, What
do you have to draw on, from
FOUr oW iemce”
Tough questions for a
young actor, but they lead
Keillor into stories about
being a kid, running out to
the woods and the ravine
behind his home, where he'd
meet other 13-year-old boys

RADIO MAN

‘What: By Garrison Kaillor.
Directed by Ron Peluso.
‘When: Freviews 8 pam. Thu
Fri.Opens 8 p.m.Sat., 2 pm.
next Sun. Ends Oct, 26.
‘Where: History Theatre, 30 E
10th 5t 5t Paul

Tickets: $15-545, 651-292-4323,
‘www historytheatre.com

for games of chase and war.
Eeillor grew up with the
ambition of making his living
as awriter, which marked him
a5 an outsider, but even there,
he said, most of his contem-
poraries “felt they didn't quite

. "

hopes to do more of it.

The workissociable, unlike
the solitude of book writing,
and “the beauty of a play is
that you create something that
you're not in” Unbidden, he
talks about a "Lake Wobegon
musical” or a screenplay. He
did write for Robert Altman's
film "A Prairie Home Compan-
fon” but that was on Altman's

He threw Peluso with his
extensive rewrile 17 days
before opening, but that's how
the business works.

“I thought it was very jumpy,
withalotof transition difficul-
ties,” he said.

He also wanted a larger
moment for the Host at the
beginning, to give Bunting a
chance to win over the audi-
ence before the razzmatazz
of the dance takes over. Then
there were a couple of char-
acters who deserved bet-
ter — Mary Louise, the ex-
girlfriend. and Marilyn, who
represents a good-hearted
Lutheran woman who gets
overwhelmed by a bigmouth
rival,

“I have to do something for
Marilyn so she can stand up,”
he said with a sympathetic
tone of obligation.

After a break, Keillor,
Peluso and the cast gathered
to reconsider the new ver-
sion. This was 2 Wi ]
and Keillor had told Peluso
that he would deliver his final
rewrites by Saturday. Peluso
begped for Friday.

When Keillor addressed
the troops, he thanked them
for their patience and assured
them he'd be done by the direc-
tor's deadline.

“I turned around a ot of
thingsin Act One” Keillor said.
It's a more studied opening,
and I've taken Pearce’s nar-
rative from later on and put
it together in one place. I've
tightened things up, made
things more coherent, [ hope.
Maost of what you've gone to
the trouble of learning is still
there, just in another place ™

Then it was back to work.
The playwright never rests.

Graydon Aoyce - 612-573- 7299
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