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‘Prairie Home’ show
better heard than seen

Garrison Keillor and “Prairie Home Companion™ return to mnmd World Theater in St. Paul in 1986.

By NANCY K. BARRY

1 HEARD the news that “A Prairie Home

Complm" was cable-ready, 1 Iiwwdﬂ it as the
of the end, but I never the end

would r:ome so soon. After anuou P\lhllc Radio an-

Disney channel would begin to br

the program as a regular series in March, Garrison Keillor

informed his audience of roughly 4 million listeners that

show would close up shop entirely on June 13.

1 suppose television was bound to catch up with Lake
‘Wabegon sooner or later, but | wish Keillor would let the
show spend its last few weeks nwny from the camera. It

seems ironic that a program with its roots in public radio
will emi in the ranks of pay TV. lcnn‘l help but wonder ex-
many homes in Lake Wobegon are actually wired
lo:uhle— !he Bunsens’, perhaps, and maybe the Dieners’,
but certainly not the Ingqvists’, or the Chatterbox Cafe.

It's interesting, too, that at the same moment Woody
Allen’s new movie, “Radio Da 1ys,” reminding us of the joys
of listening to a magical box instead of watching one, the
most successful radio program of the television era has de-
cided to expand its venue and become visual. But myth is
myth, so why am [ bothered by this?

“This program, I thought, was designed for listening, not
watching, and [ was under the impression that its creators
prided themselves on the distinction. Lake Wobegon, and

heard of, but still somehow felt | knew.

Garrison Keillor and 1 became regular companions on
Saturday evenings, never forget pro-
gnmlulpodmmmumnpmimllﬂy lonely summer. [

juate school, had no money to speak of, and lis-
mnmlmmendmsn as good a treat as any for a Satur-
day night. I would take a beer and a K-Mart grill out on my
front porch and listen to the show while I fixed some chick-
en and watched the neighborhood grow dark.

People would pass and nod, and when the skits were fun-
ny I would laugh out loud, not caring who heard. My neigh-
bors probably thought it strange — the image of a woman
watching her supper cook and listening to commercials for
products that didn't exist. But it was all the company |
needed, and to this day, I can recall the shadows cast over
houses as the sun went down.

mpmgumllwuyuuemedmendumdarkﬂmem
and for just a moment, hearing about that “little town that
time forgot" made me forget where | was, and who | was,
too. There was but the radio tuned in low and the
shuffle of passing strangers, and the sun — deep red and
silent —etching the trees darker in the twilight.

It was a graceful, private space, and | wouldn't trade it for
all the full-color broadcasts in the world. Many le will
argue that this show is well-suited for television — the true

home ion for most of

all the talk that surrounds it, is
an imaginary place; its inhabit-

ants work and eat and quarrel 4 leiSzarely companion to our e sound etfects won't sound
in a realm that teases us into
believing that the unreal s real chores and thoughts, and

andthe impossible possibl rcials
BTsnees :.".:,:e‘rf,“m',', be wecan invent the pictures wle:‘ﬁ'z‘i“ now mf%‘ﬁno'm:
capture ights about
peﬂ;l?nmmewull e::f:;h"nuu of Bertha’s Kitty Boutique and ing over ¢ thelr insginations (o
worry that the on- the Disney Channel, instead of

cle might lmemrm:ml Ralph s Pre“y Good Grocefy their own mind's eye.

used to be, for me, such a soli-

us these days. But [ worry that

so funny when | see exactly
how they're made; | worry that

Glmsnn Keillor and his

tary pleasure.
‘This is a show that we tune into and tune out of, depend-
mgunmrpcmmﬂwsmmyevmnldmu—wlhe
of sustained attention in front of a television set. When
ane Home Companion™ ned the restored World
Theatre in St. Paul, in 1986, PBS telecast the show for an
evening. | remember watching it with keen anticipation, but
after 15 minutes, my enthusiasm faded. Oh, it was fun to see
Garrison l(ai.llm‘ in his white suit and red socks; the sound
effects were interesting to watch as well as hear — it was all
enjoyable enough. But I fidgeted; something wasn't right.
The truth is, we listen to this show with our eyes on other
dllnﬁvl.:rk‘; tuna casserole. Hearing the broadcast is
like an after-dinner conversation, where somebody
muptunlurﬂwuhl:.lmmhuhmdu{mwybeuu
told, returns, interrupts, shares the joke, and then goes back
ounnmlmdwnmﬁmhmzdnh
ening to the radio is like that: we 0 about our busi-
ness, lnwlm& of the music and the talk for a bit, coming
spurs of attention, & leisurely wmpnw.m to our
:hnm thoupml«udmm show is too intrusive for
me. Besides, I'm so busy inventing of Bertha's Kitty
Bout and Ralph's Pretty Good Grocery, not to mention
ruds and the Krebsbachs, that I'd just as well invent
ctures of Garrison Keillor and all the other guests.
Seeing the sights and sounds of the production on stage
would only tempt me to try and visualize more about these
penplundlhmrlimlhlnlhmnnpmnu: Eavesdrop-

ough.
first discovered "Pﬂl:ieHnmerCmnpmhn m::e.:t
1 had been living in the Midwest nru\’eﬂlyw‘ e
[ before and cable

ories have been so faithful to
mloraulmlhllldoﬂ'lmtodeuﬂhim ow that the
show is appm-:nln; its end. But l do feel a little uneasy

about all this success, and , too. Or
J-:k(fmm.hm:molupnr)wmamurm “whoever is
in charge there,” and convinced Keillor it was time to
close up shop.

I'm willing and eager to wish him luck, but I'm still disap-
pointed. lt'sulllnnld friend has bought a whole new
‘wardrobe that I think will make him look terrible. Just as |
start to criticize, he tells me the new suits are a prelude —
huhnvlmlmmdmmon:vonumlwuau
ready to say, “Who are you kidding — you're going to look
foolish, "mumen[rulsz: that, foolish or not, I'm sorry to
seehunmu

an instant L
ul all that small towns don't seem so conﬂnlng when
p-mlzdmmulzslmsmmzheﬁnmm orthe Gospel

Mlld.n'up stories lbmn who we are and where we come
from is something Americans do especially well, and we're
remarkably loyal to b gnnaues. Minnesota Public Radio
bas promised a repl ent show, and rumor has it that a
Hollywood studio might produr:e “Prairie Home — The
Movie,” but I think we :hw.ldlellllmfonvlhill All good

hen to spi

lmm“o

gmmmf«mmmmctn me company
loaded groceries. Suddenly, I heard a man with a quim:
sential radio voice talking about a little town | had never

Nancy K. Barry is assistant professor of rhetoric and
English at the University of lowa.

Some people will want to tune in and watch the last few
broadcasts with rapt attention. Not me. I'll listen to the pro-
gram with the same whole-hearted distraction I've given it
all along. With any luck, when the show clcses in June, Il
have the first barbecue of summer and a slow, warm twi-

light air
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