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KEILLOR: Laughing on the inside?

FROM PAGE C1

matter. He declined to be inter-

| viewed about the show’s quarter-
century mark and has yet to ar-
range a celebration. In a nutshell,
he doesn't want to push his luck
or toot his horn,

He just wants to keep hoeing
‘"his row.

Associates and friends say
Barry's slapstick style occasion-
ally delights the deadpan story-
teller, despite that disastrous
first date.

“Deadpan is his thing,” Barry

. quips, “and he has one of the
deadest pans around.”

Keillor also appreciates a
witty turn of phrase or a discom:
bobulated version of a quotation

. or joke. He likes pretty
' jokes — even knock-knock jokes
— judging from his annual Joke
Show each April.
“That's when I see him laugh
“ the most,” said “Prairie Home
jpanion” actor Sue Scott,
whose character voices include
the American Duct Tape Council
* spokeswoman and Guy Noir's
gal, Sugar. “The show is very
Ioose, and we all just laugh and
laugh and laugh.”

+ A chuckle of chuckles

One of Keillor's best buddies,
Southern humorist Roy Blount
Jr., hasn't eyeballed a big belly
laugh from the radio bard, but he
has heard an “extremely interest-
ing chuckle.”

“There are chuckles and
chuckles, just like there are
wines and wines," drawled
Blount, a Georgia native who has
appeared on “A Prairie Home
Companion"” as a “foolish virgin™
and national president of the
Singing Impaired, among other
characters.

“Some people’s gravy is much
richnrand interesting than other

peoples’  gravy.  Garrison's
:huckle isrich and interesting.”

But he's not a demonstrative
dude, said Stevie Beck, who
taught Keillor to play the auto-
harp way-back-when and is now
associate pmduner of “A Prairie
Home Companion.”

“I've never seen him fall down

PHC: Marks
its 25th year

FROM PAGE C1

“Prairie Home Companion,” that
he's as valuable for what he
hasn’t done as for what he has.
The Rivertown Trading mer-
chandise machinery notwith.
standing, Keillor has by and
large avolded transforming him
self into a caricature via the kind
of cultish, celebrity worship
other personalities have manu.
factured for themselves in such
Aaggressive, calculated ways.

It may be that Keillor’s core
audience is too smart for that
kind of thing. They can get all the
rude, “I got mine” know-it-alls
they'll ever want at a dozen other
stops on the dial. We suspect
“PHC" fans remain loyal to Keil-
lor, in part, because, after 25
years, he continues to provide a

blares from so much of commer-
cial radio.

Keillor may be quirky and id-
fosyneratie, but he's survived all
this time with his dignity intact.
In the modern lace,

their dignity for commercial suc-
cess, that may the most com-

| mendable aspect of his silver an-
niversary.

and pee in his drawers,” she said.
"Hes Just not a big knee-slap-

Opumllc singer Vern Sutton,
one of the main music men be-
hind “A Prairie Home Compan-
ion" over the years, describes a
Garrison giggle:

“He starts silently. He usually
pulls his chin, then there's a big
@rin and Kind of a giggle in the
back of his throat,” said Sutton, a
professor at the University of
Minnesota and former U music
school director. “Then he tries to
talk through that giggle and
build upon” whatever amused
‘him with a comeback.

Another Anoka native amuses
the man with her “wickedly sly"”
sense of humor, according to a
Keillor commentary available on
the show’s Web
(phe.mpr.org/). She Is violinist
and co-author Jenny Lind Nils-
son, Keillor’s third spouse and
mother of their toddler, Maia.

Tempted to tickle fancy

Nilsson, who has performed
on the show, co-wrote with Keil-
lor a novel for young adults, “The
Sandy Bottom Orchestra.”

“She very definitely makes
him laugh, not that she always
intends to,” said Sutton. “She has
kind of a high voice and does a
strange inflection with certain
words that are very funny. ... But
that's just the way she says it,
and she accepts that it makes
him laugh.”

It's tough, though, to tame the
temptation to tickle the man's
fancy.

“You must never try to make
him laugh,” Sutton said. "He's so
astute; he knows when he's being
‘manipulated. He likes to discover
the humor himself. He likes to
see the humor in life that others
don't see and then point it out.”

“Prairie Home Companion”
actors and guests unwittingly
provide comic relief for Keillor,
says Scott.

Sometimes the voices don't
match what Keillor envisioned
when he wrote the scripts, she
said. “He gets a chuckle out of
the choices we're making,
whether it's a wrong choice or
such a good choice that it's fun-
nier than he hoped.”

During rehearsals Keillor gets
a kick out of sound-effects wizard
Tom Keith, whose props occa-
sionally misbehave, Scott said.
One time Keillor expected to hear
the scratchscratch of a razor
‘while he intoned, “As 1 was shav-
ing to go to work ..

Alas, this was not to be, she re-
called,

“Without missing a beat, Gar-
rison says, ‘As | was buttering
my toast with a saber — because
it doesn't sound like I'm shaving
my face,™ Scott said.

Keith, whose deadpan face ri-
vals the boss's, says he is some-
times taken aback when Keillor
finds humor in something he
says or does.

“I'm usually surprised it was
that funny,” said Keith, who
started as a sound engineer for
Keillor. “But I don't try to make
him laugh, because you can be
sobered quite quickly."

A dead-on Ventura grin

“Prairie Home Companion”
actor Tim Russell's dead-on imi-
tation of Gov. Jesse Ventura is a
pretty sure bet to get a grin at
least, Keith and others say.

“Ventura has been a godsend,”
says Russell, a native Minneso-
tan whose voices Im:lurl! Presi
dent Clinton, ancl
Koppel, Julia Clllld M!ller Rnl!
ers and Hem inger. “It's a
fun voice to do because it's so-0
Minn-a-soh-t'n, ya know?"

But there's one voice Russell
says he has yet to master — the
master's. Did Keillor find it
nm

doing G.K. was less than
nmeiem " as Russell puts it. “I
came out sounding like Bing
Crosby on Valium.”

Philip Brunelle, artistic direc-

firstever show with Keillor and
still does occasionally.

“Garrison called and said he
wanted someane to help out from
time to time who knew classical
music and hymns, and | said,
‘Well, that's me,' " said Brunelle
who, like Kelllor, had a conserva-
tive Protestant upbringing.

“Then he asked if I really
knew hymns, I said, ‘I know ev-
ery hymn you know — it's only a
question of who knows more

Brunelle and Keillor went on
to strike a chord with the public
by taking some liberties with
hymns and other classical pieces.

But it was mezzosoprano
Janis Hardy and a dog named
Freckles who nearly made Keil-
lor keel over once during the
show, said Brunelle.

“Janis and her dog came on to
do a duet of ‘Indian Love Call,’
and Garrison just lost it," Bru-
nelle said. “To hear Janis start to
sing and the dog start to howl.
the audience was up for grabs,
But Garrison couldn't speak, he
was laughing so hard. It was one
of those great moments.”

LASKA CRUISE SALE
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