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Keillor lights up Shed

Popular radio host adds local flavor to Minnesota mix

awaiting the conclusion of the broadeast;
the host carried Maia on his shoulder for
his final, on-stage bow,

original who
-kructs o devoled flock of followers intent

on building their Saturday evening®  Garrison Keillor enrries his 2-year-old daughter, Main, on
EEILLOR, continued on A4 ders after rehearsal Friday night for Saturday's show in the Shed.
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‘his shoul-
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Keillor woma

around his weekly wireless visita-
tions
Off the air, he has written 13
books, including a half-dozén
bestsellers; he has been a staff
writer for The New Yorker and
currently contributes to Time
gazine: and he writes a fasci
nating personal advice column for
on, the anline magazine
No sury that reserved
tickets became as scai as hen's

wordd performance concluded the
shuwv's 25th enniversary tour.
Keillor discontinued the broad
for two years, beginning in
1987, 10 write the Great American
Novel in Denmark; he returned to
New York City Ie
later, without a noy
how much he mis
Reviving “Prairie” as “The
American, Radio Company.” Keil
lor returned to his roofs in St
Paul, Minn,, and to the original
name for the program, in 1093

Those who witnessed the
Tanglewood show or heard it on
air this weekend (regionally
a the WAMC Northeast Public
Radio Network) were bound to
have been impressed by the con
summate professionalism, the
smooth mesling of script, sound
effects, live music, skits, mano-
Iogues and the rest of the eclectic
mix that makes “Prairie” a singu-
lar pop ctiltural phenomenon.

But an afterncon spent back:

ing the hectic, seeming

tic final ho leading up
10 airtime revealed the not-so
elements that attra

timated 2.7 million lister
week on nearly 500 public radio
ions nationwide to Keillor's
que brand of down-home
Araericans

Keillor's road trips are d
not only to forge an even more
personal link with his listeners —
nearly one million peaple have
attended live “Prairie” broadcasts
— but ta inject local flavor to spice
up the Minnesota-based mix of
ingredients

Thus, the Berkshire Highland
ers Pipe & Drum Band was warm
ing up for its stint; Norumbega
Harmony, a Cambridge-based
singing group, was preparing sev-
eral Shaker hymns (Keillor pro-
moted Hancock Shaker Village
several times during the broad-
cast); and, most notably, the

revered pianist Ax, a summertime
fixture at Tanglewood, was on
stage doing a run-through of
Debussy’s 12-minute “Estampes,”
(Prints), which he would perform
complete dunng the first hour of
the broadcas'

16 bamed o, however, that Ax
— who confessed backstage that
he was “totally panicked” — had
an equally major and unexpected
rale to play. He had been recruited
as the star and the linchpin of
Keillor's trademark_skit, “Guy
Noir, Radio Private Eye," a spool
on the Sam Spade rumpled detec
tive character of the '40s.

Ax was going over Keillor's
script for the 16-minute skit that
casts him as Max Sanders, a clas
sical piano player obsessed with
stage fright and his efforts to
overcome it. One suggested solu-
tion: Perform John Cage's 4:33, a
composition that consists of four
minutes, thirty-three seconds of
silence (for any instrument)

's always hard to walk on the
stage,” Ax confessed, when asked
whether he more anxious
about his Debussy performance
or about his comedy acting debut.

their material were pianist
Richard Dworsky, the composer
and arranger who has served as
the show’s music coordinator for
14 years, and members of the
All-Star Shoe Band, the
show's house orchestra made up
of an improbable combo: Andy
Stein, a Manhattan-based violin
and saxophone player; Pat
Donohue, a guitarist from St
Paul; Amie Kinsella, a percus-
sionist from Staten Island, N.Y.
and bass player Greg Hippen,
who crosses over from classical to
jazz to thythm and blues

And, waiting in the wings 1o
rehearse their skits and bits, were
members of Keillor's acting
troupe — Sue Scott, & character
actress and mistress of many voie
es, and Tim Russell, also a vocal
chameleon.

The cast member who arouses
the greatest fascination, besides
the host himself, is Tom Keith,
the wizard of sound effects and
character voices who travels with
props and is able, using his own
woice, 1o simulate fireworks, fire-
crackers and much else,

You have 10 see his prop kit to
appreciate the v old,
hard-soled leather shoes to simu.
late walking, a box of cornstarch
to re-create the sound of walking
in the snow, an old-fashioned

“Snarvon OeCese | enari Eage S

Garrison Keillor, right, and his team of radio personalities run through scenes to prepare for
Saturday's live on-air performance of ‘A Prairie Home Companion’ at Tanglewood.

doorbell, and a pair of sandpaper
blocks (for the sound of a train).

Pulling everything together
like an air-traffic controller in the
hours before the broadcast is pro-
ducer Christine Tschids, stop-
watch in hand, timing segments
and anxicusly awaiting the Main
Man, (“We've got o get Garrison
to the stage for a script rehearsal,”
she tells an associate shortly
before 3 p.m.)

But Keillor is sequestered back-
stage, unapproachable, furiously
pounding away at his laptop, writ-
ing, rewriting and seemingly
oblivious to the commotion.

sal late Friday afternoon,
Shambles Into The Shed arouna
2:30 Saturday afternoon, some-
what disheveled, scowling, shoul-
ders stooped and deeply preoccu-
pied, wearing a T-shirt, Bermuda
shorts and sandals. At this point,
just another Guy from Minnesota.

But all that changes the minute
he walks on stage, a commanding
presence, 1o run through most of
the seripts, skits and songs;
there's no rehearsal for his 20
minute News from L. e Wobegon
monologue.

It would take an army of aca-
demics and psychoanalysts to
come up with an astute under-
standing of the demons still driv-
ing Keillor at 57. Despite a stun-
ning track record as a writer and
broadeaster, despite the national
arts and humanities medal award-
ed at a White House ceremony
last September, despite a cottage
industry of “Prairie” memorabilia
available online, on the phone or
at a store near you, the man
seems still skeptical of his own

uccess,

1n person and off'stage, Kmllor
appears bem: bevild

by the worship of his! et .md
by the grip he continues to hold
an the American imagination.

On stage, however, any linger-
ing in insecurities peel away and a

anding, charismatic figure
takes chme Keillor knows exact-
ly what he wants, how he wants it,
and his supporting cast appears to
e in awe of his prodigious talent,
and his 24/7 commitment.

The rehearsals seem disjointed
and unfocused, more like an early
warm-up than the final run-
through. “It feels a little rocky up
here, I'm a little lost,” the host
acknowledges.

After reading through the “Guy
Noir" segment, the longest ele-
ment of the show other than the

Surplus woma

ing proposals in a version to be
sent to Cellucci for approval.

The new cash may affect debate
over proposed state tax reduc-
tions. This fall, voters will decide
on tax cuts that together could
reduce state revenues by about §2
billion a year

House Speaker Thomas M.
Finneran wants a reduction of the
state income tax to § percent, con-
ditioned on a strong economy.
Senate President Thomas F
Birnuingham opposes the reduc-

tion, and would prefer that the
surplus go to programs like the
Senate's plan 1o expand senior
prescription drug benefits.

Cellucei's administration and
finance secretary, Steve Crosby,
said that the governor must per-
form a “delicate balancing act” of
spending and restraint

“His strategy is to strike the
proper balance between depress-
ing the rate of the growth in core
state spending, while meeting the
demands of key programs, and
avoid any fiscal crises,” Croshy
said.

illor  promises
some revisions and some cuts.
After some 90 minutes of stop-
andmn rehearsals, he disap-
to.a room backstage, where
ReT be rewriting almost up fo the
air, apart from the requisite shave
and changeover to his debonair
black suit and red tie.
The broadcast is seamless, as
s one can imagine; the
problems that cmvppnd up in
rehearsal solved; some of
Tha Weaket drietacial has. Hon
trimmed.

The crowd is well-pleased, and
then some.
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Crowd at Ta

By Clarence Punts
Rk Fag Siat
LENCX ~ It wns cler from the
oponing seconds of Saturday's
apecial event at the Koussevitzky

- “Music Shed that this would be an
© WESImE Evening.

As the final stop on its 2th

! unniversary  tour.  Garrison

Keillor's ‘A Prairie  Home
Companin” arginated s lve,
national public medio brosdeast
Tunglewood  “in  the
richirn Mountains, one of the
nistlon's mast beautiful places.” as

¢ the host put it st the top of the
« show

Kellloe speni several minutes
extalling the virtues of the Boston
Symphony s summer home as the
leading site in the country for
i @8 well i scenic besuty, for
reasans that suon became appar
ent; his third wife, violinist Jenny
Lind Nilsson. spent a summer al
Tanglewnod  in the Boston
University Tanglewnod [nstitute
schoul-age performers
e 1l years uga

“Our second date was
Tanglewood,” Keillor sang in

-2

it d account
their Berkshires' courtship,
began eight years ago. “I'm not
sure what we heard, it could have
been Reethoven's Sixth or his
Thweenty-third * himsel!
as “just another redneck in love
with & duchess . love takes you

i

their hero, the crestor extraondi-
naire of the nation's sole surviv-
ing live radio veriety show:
Keillor moved on to a sharply
written yet affectionste satire on
how Americans celebrate Inde-

the secompanying sural depic-
thons of fast inotorboats, fire-
wirks, baseball bats cracking s

slage observing the increastngly  erippled by stage fright and seelr.

A cautious ‘I Capuleti e I Montecchi’

By Richard Houdek
Syt i Thr Rl
Cperu cumpanies can trave] the
ulie roadd, lingering with the sme

Opera Review

unvelled in the company's

wis less congenlal for her instru- wos g0 crisp that i was possible,
ment, which daof ina change from the
three separate voices, 8 top that is  norm in opers, for the ear to pene-
often pushed rather than placed  trate Rextires.
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