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‘Home’ defense

Just behind the homespun glow of Keillor’s show lurked a devilishness

RoBERT LLOYD TELEVISION CRITIC »»»  Garrison
Keillor means it this time. On Friday at the Hollywood Bowl,
hewill tape his last show as host of “A Prairie Home Compan-
ion," the publi
relatively brief interruptions since 1874 the next day, Sat-
urday, it will be hroadeast to the rest. of the listening land.

Keillor, 73, had left the series once before, when he married
and moved to Denmark in the late 1980s, closing the shopen-
tirely. But by 1993, after adetour through New York and “The
American Radio Company of the Air," he made his way back
to “Prairie” and the Fitzgerald Theater in St. Paul; they have
been in business ever since. A stroke in 2009 hardly broke his
stride. (He suffered a seizure during Memorial Day weakend
this year, his second this year). For a few months in 2001, as 70
appeared on his horizon, he seemed to be serious about leay-
ing again, but he stayed the course. He kept on keeping on.

A new host has been hired, mandolin player Chris Thile, 35,
of Nickel Creek and the Punch Brothers, whose own history
with the show runs back 20 years. Thile will begin his run in

tio institution he created and has led, with

Oetober. (His Nickel Creek bandmate, Sara Watkins, alsoa
series favorite, will be on the hill at the Bowl.)

Keillor and his show have their fans — a weakly audience of
meore than 3 million eurrently —and their detractors, some of
whom strive to separate their dislike of the creator from their
liking of his creation. Some find his voice, which has acquired
a late-period hreathlessness alongside an oak-cask richness,
like nails on a chalkboard. For some it is too white, too Mid-
western, too old — the median listener is 59, according to
Mielsan. For some that's reason enough to dism

have had my own ups and downs with “Prairie,” but [ have
come to feel they were generally of my own making, a reflec-
tion of my own temper at the time rather than the quality of
the thing itself, which is generally high. | was aware of the
product before the show, of the stacked paperbacks and cas-
sette tapes that somehow seemed to occupy every sight linein
the bricks-and-mortar bookshops of yore. My reflexdive first
impulse, based on the packaging and the placement, was to
distrust it as straightforward, cinnamon= [See "Prairie,’ E8]

BTEIHANIE ZOLLSAR Assis

“A PRAIRIE HOME COMPANION" host Garrison Keillor rehearses recently. His last show as host will be performed Friday in LuA., then a new host will take over.

MARTIR SoRRONDEOT

ALICE BAG tackles

migration, date rape
and more on new record.

She’s
still got
a lot

to say

Alice Bag, in the
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An appreciation of ‘A Prairie Home’

["Prairie,” from Ef]
scented sentimentality, Hie
a year-round Christmas
stare.

I was mistaken. The oc-
easlonal old hymn notwith-
standing, it I8 lronie and
twisty and not o Hitle dey
ilish

Like his contemporary
and fellow Minnesotan Bob
n_','l{lrl_ bom a year eariier
some three hours' drive to
the north, Keillor has a dark
temparament lighted by a
puckish humor and in his
work mixes the spirftul amnd
the sensunl, the moral and
the mortal. “A Prairie Home
Companion” {sonits surface
very bright. punctusted
with laughter and applause
and the metallic Nash of gui-
tar and fddle and pianc
strings — “good-time mu-
sle.” as much of it might ge-
nerdeally be called, But |t
masks & kind of amused -
talism.

Consider Beeboparee-
bop Rhubarb Pie (“Nothing
gets the taste of shame and
humiliation out of your
mouth guite liks Besbopa-
reebop Rhubard Ple") ar the
Ketehup Advizory Board,
which promotes the conedi-
ment, with its “natural mel-
lowing agents” as a kind of
mood elevator, while Pow-
dermilk Biscults “give shy
persons the strength to get
up and do what needs to be
done.”

Populated with charac-
ters not from Helllor's small-
town youth but from the
world of his parents, their
siblings and their friends,
Lake Wobegon — the fle-
tional subject of HKellor's
weekly monologue — is on
the face of it old-fashioned-a
needlepolnt sampler
ereated in the year of “Chi-
natown,” " The Texas Chain-
suw Massacre,” Kraftwerk's
“Autobabn,” and the Ra-
mones” first publie ap-
PeRraEnce,

But you would be wrong
to regard it as nostalgio,
even az age and the old days
have inevitably run to the
farefront of Eeillar's
thoughts Tt's Keillor's Sher-
wood  Anderson's Wines-
burg, Ohin, or Willlam
Baroyan’s Ithaca, Callf, an
ondinarily eccentric small

GARRISON HEILLOR rehearses with his show's band and singers in Massachusetts last week. His last taping is at the Hollywood Bowl

‘A Prairie
Home
Companion’
with Garrison
Keillor

‘Where Hollywood Bowl
Z301 M. Highland Ave.
‘When: & p.m. Friday
Price: §7-§164

Infa: {B0G) 745-3000,
wwnw hickelmastercom

Lo big encugh to eontaln
all life's joys and sorrows
and, despite its sheen of
Protestant, passive-aggres-
slve politeness, a mltitude
ofsins,

"The challenge of hii-
mar,” Kelllor has said, isthat
“somehow ft must compre-
hend darkness and death.”

Fatality as well as fatalizm is
built into the series; people
die, or almast die, and 5o re-
member to live. In Robert
Altman's 2006 lovely, last
film, “A Prairie Home Com-
panion,” Desth (played by
Virginia Madsen) i a char-
acter, roaming the corridors
aned the stage of the Fitzger-
ald Theater as the series it-
self is about to expire. It iz
ot meant tragically.

Radio itselfl is old-fash-
toned, of course, and yet —
between Web-based pod-
casting, satelliite radio and
moblle apps — It Is very
miich af the moment, Story-
telling, which is the job in-
side Keillor's bigger job, and
one at which he casually ex-
eels, isthe engine that drives
“This American Life,” "Snap
Judgment,” “BtoryCorps”
and "The Moth,” which
awarded him its 2007 Moth
Award, “Thank you for this.”

e said sccepting it. T don't
believe in awards; or didn’t
umtil very recently.”

The overall form of the
show, an olio of songs, sto-
ries, skits and ads for in-
vented products — nvented
because publie radio carred
no commercials — was in-
spired by Heillor's reporting,
for a 1674 New Yorker piece,
anthe last broadeast of * The
Grand Ok Opry™ from
Nashvilie’s Ryman Audito-
rium, built In 1262, before jts
move to plush new digs at
Dpryland. “You Heten to the
Opry, and pretty soon you
hive a place in mind ... and
eventually you have got to go
and be there too.” Heillor
wrote. “Closing my eyes, 1
eoisld see the stage just as
chearly nswhen T wivs o kid ly-
ing In fromt of our giant
Zenith console,”

“I'm & radlo man for
thirty-some yesrs"” Keillor

wrote in his poem “Radio
Man, "Daing an old variety
show/Based on some I used
to heanWhen I was your age
boni agoJ/Crities polnted out
my debtsTo Bob & Ruy and
Fibber McGes/But alcohol
and elgarettey/Swept those
critics out to seafind to
twenty-year-olds who were
late to hear the
great Fred AllenT'm the
ereator of the form,/Salling
the airwaves like Magelsn."
“A Prairie Home Com-
panion” has been & sort of
ark betwesn the old world
and the new, the analog and
the digital Tt kept audio
comedy alive into an age of
video — 1 bow down here to
the flexible brilllance of
eompany  meémbers  Sue
Seott and Tom Russell and
Lo the sound-effects artistry
of Fred Newman and Tom
HKaith, given a pride of place
unmatched elsewhers,

BTEPEANIE ZOLLEILAN Assntisied Fros

Under Thile, the show,
which will keepits name and
time slot, s expected to be
mare musle than comedy,
Some old hands may re-
main, but when Keillor
leaves, the showwill also lose
itz head writer — Its writer,
basically — and whatever of
the original remains will be
anecho of that voice, Hewill
have moved on, along with
Chuy Nolr the private eye and
Lefty the cowboy and an art-
ist namied Bob. If you want
any more news from Lake
Wobegon. you will have to
wrlte it yourself,

As Hedllor said to the 1990
Eraduates at Ancks High
Bchool, his slma mater,
“Oraduation Is a graceful
nnd sweet old earemony,
What it mesns is that it's
tiime Lo gather your stidff to-
pether and get out.”

robert. loydilatimes com
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