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TommMmy HUNTER .
RALPH BENMERGUI -
VAmETv SHOWS HAVEN T BEEN '
KIND TO ch STARS LATELY
Bur IN THE FACE OF uucenrmmv,
RiTA MAcNen. smes oN

songstress Rita MacNeil have been working on the same show: -f_l,',

: After taping the first four installments of Rifa and Friends in as. ;.
‘,\ . many days, CBC producer and co-executive: producer Faire is’
pumped. She talks at break-neck speed, 'emphatlcally using words

L It s hard fo- belleve CBC variety producer Sandra Falre aud-.\-"’l :

: like “passionate;” “exciting,” and responding to questions with
“Well; at least T'm still alive!” and “Boy, it's a lot of work* inter-
spersed with bursts of laughter; an apparent symptom of elation com-
. bined ‘with exhaustion. The ever-gracious MacNeil, in contrast, is a
model of calm, a mixture of “what-will-be-will-be,” humility and
measured hope. “I can only do my best," she says srmply and; “You
never know unless you try.” .

Both may be responding in their own ‘way to the knowledge that, in
the world of CBC television lately, a variety show is no sure thing.

‘Tommy Hunter was unceremoniously cancelled after 27 years of =~

fine ratings. Ralph Benmergui lasted two troubled seasons.
*Still, if any team of producer and star can reverse the
¢ trend, it’s this’ one. Faire is considered the queen of
G variety specials — “she counts the top-rated Anne - y
: Murray’s Family Christmas, and Kurt Browning’ S
~+ You Must Remember This among her many cred-
its, andalso. produced MacNeil’s Once’ Upon a
Chnstmas “which ‘gamnered an impressive two
“million - vrewers MacNeil’s Cape Breton
charm and rich vocals sell records and pack
< music halls across,the country. And despite
* their contrasting demeanors they share, says
* Faire, a common creative vision.
L By the end of this fourth night of long taping
- sessions-at CBC studios, they share something
 else— ‘aching bones. Faire is wearing a knee brace
 she sard.was requlred after her knee started grvmg out
. earlier in-the week from ail the runnmg around she does ‘
. during taping. It's almost midnight and MacNeil, who has
. been wearing hrgh-heeled black pumps most of the evening, has
£ now donned a pair of comfy flat sandals that look odd with her silky
% blue evening emsemble but luckily won’t show on camara.

On the set, with thé’ studio audience in place, Faire runs back and " -
forth from a monitor to MacNeil, who bows her head in concentra- -
-tion hstemng to advice and feedback. With very little fanfare, the .
5 evemng s star attraction, Joni Mitchell, comes out to do her two
i".Songs for the show, performing each one twice to get it just right: -~

* “MacNeéil sings “Bring it to Me,” a rousing number from her Thinking =~ - i
f of You album, Jbacked by a large choir. Then:she tells a homespun-- ;-
. story of the nnportance ‘of being there for someone in trmes of trou-j '
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'll ‘Be There i She mlsses a cue, forgets the ‘

_ story ornice; and even kes funi at herself for mixing up the words .
. the song,: ’Ihen the- Bast Coast’s Barra ‘MacNeil§ .-perfonn, followed
j by Juno-award-wmner Cassandra Vassik. ’

It becomes obv10us that, though called a vanety show, Rtta and A
Friends is pnmanly about one thing: Ganadran music. There are 0o :
juggling acts, no polmcal impersonations, no. top-ten lists: and no!

. host-guest banter. The variety of guests however — including Jann i
. Arden, Rock Voisine, the Waltons, Jeff Healey, Michell Wright, John ;

McDermott and East Indian dance band Punjabi by Nature — makes -

- one wonder if the show may be trymg to appeal toa too-wide slate of

viewers. After all, these are the days of narrowing target audrences.
network for every special interest group. But Faire is uneqmvocal on/
the show’s ainr.-“What we’re trying to-say, s,
" ‘What othér country has this variety of -
music? There is no-other. place in *
the world: where you ] have such '
“diversity ./and - we . h0pe~'}
Canadrans will’ come to ;
. appreciate it and. love it”

always sard I i eiall :
kinds of ‘music: It's . -
A nothing for me in my “ .
R shows to puil out an
old fock and roll num- -
"-ber, which I dearly:
_."-";:-lovetodo I’llbemsent ;
- ~ing.a diverse group of :

_ talent and, where ¢ appro-"
“priate, singing with them.”

Faire admits that nerther
she nor the CBC. brass have a
clue as how the show will do, i in*

“the ratings.. “Nobody eyver knows” she {
says, as,if conﬁdmg a secret; “Some of the .

‘ shows 1 was most proud of drdn’t do so well i in the ratings, and somé f

that I wasn’t so proud of did really well. I never thought the kd. lang’ ;

or Anne Murray specials would get such good ratmgs . Who knew?” ;j
-And who knew Benmergur would meet such a harsh fate?

andhopefullythatwrllwor »o g et N
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