
TERAPROOF:User:joanneoflynnDate:06/11/2013Time:12:40:00Edition:07/11/2013Downtowndowntown071113Page:7 Zone:DT1

7Downtown Thursday, November 7, 2013

DT1 - V1

“He’s a walkin’
contradiction, partly truth
and partly fiction, takin’

every wrong direction on
his lonely way back home.”
T HE title to the documentary

that attempts to delve, and
mostly fails, into the life and
supporting roles of one of

America’s most respected character
actors comes from the Kris Kristof-
ferson song He’s a Pilgrim.
Harry Dean Stanton shuns revela-

tion in Sophie Huber’s Partly Fiction
(Triskel Arts Centre, this Sunday at
7pm) but that shouldn’t be con-
sidered a failure as wiggling away
from easy definition has been
something he has built his career
on.
In its opening minutes, director

Huber asks: “Do you think you give
something away by talking about
yourself ?”
After a pause, Stanton begins

singing Blue Moon in response.
Although Stanton’s place in music-

al history will probably be as a foot-
note for his bizarre appearance in
the video for Procol Harum’s Whiter
Shade of Pale back in the 1960s, at
one stage during the film, he con-
fesses to his friend Kristofferson
that he regrets not having pursued a
singing career seriously.
And it is in the six songs (includ-

ing Danny Boy) he croons, in a sur-
prisingly clear voice for an
87-year-old long-time carouser, that
the actor reveals most of his pent-up
feelings in this film.
Sitting in front of the camera

alone he is monosyllabic, his great
attributes as a purveyor of silence
and stillness inhibiting the disclos-
ure the film-maker craves.
So the Swiss director invites some

of his friends around to get him talk-
ing and it works.
Wim Wenders, Sam Shepard, Kris-

tofferson, David Lynch and Debbie
Harry (the only woman to appear in
the film) appear as talking heads, sit-
ting beside the actor, whose 200-plus
films include Alien, Repo Man, Cool
Hand Luke, Kelly’s Heroes, The Green
Mile, The Straight Story and, most
recently, The Avengers.
The big regret is his ex-housemate

Jack Nicholson (they lived together
for three years) refused to contribute
and their boisterous behaviour is
barely touched upon.
The hell-raiser’s influence on his

professional career seems to have
been profound, however.
“For Ride in the Whirlwind, (which

Nicholson wrote) Jack came to me
and said: ‘Harry I’ve got this part for
you. His name is Blind Dick Reilly
and he’s the head of the gang. He’s
got a patch over one eye and a derby
hat.’ Then he says: ‘But I don’t want
you to do anything. Let the ward-
robe play the character.’ Which
meant, just play yourself. That
became my whole approach.”
Stanton had been working for 30

years as an actor (much of it in TV
shows such as Rawhide and Alfred
Hitchcock Presents) before he got his
first and only lead role, as the man
who appears from out of the desert
in Wim Wenders’ Paris, Texas.
It is for this role as the ultimate

loner Travis that Stanton etched his
name on movie history. While it was
far from a popular success, the cult

hit won the Palme d’Or at Cannes.
U2 cited it as the inspiration for

their album The Joshua Tree; Scot-
tish bands Travis and Texas both
took their names from it; while Kurt
Cobain named it his favourite
movie.
Perhaps his career of playing out-

siders is partly an accident of genet-
ics: his face is one of the most mem-
orable in cinema, etched with deep
crevices. Sam Shepard, the writer of
Paris, Texas says: “He’s one of those
actors who knows his face is the
story.”
One of the problems for actors

who make it look so easy is they are
taken for granted, by the industry
and by audiences. Stanton has not
been nominated for any major
awards.
When you look at the success

some of today’s best character actors
have had in US cable drama, Stanton
seems unfortunate not to have
aligned his career with the golden
age of TV, which you have to ima-
gine would have suited him all the
better.

Bryan Cranston spent 20 years as
a jobbing actor in the likes of Mat-
lock and Murder, She Wrote before
getting his break as Hal in Malcolm
in the Middle and then entering the
stratosphere of stardom as Mr Chips
turned Scarface in Breaking Bad,
while Steve Buscemi completely
turned against type in Boardwalk
Empire.
Stanton has admitted he was

offered the lead in a detective TV
drama that renowned horror direct-
or John Carpenter was developing,
but he turned it down, for reasons
he claims not to know.
Biographical information is thin

on his lips and Huber is faced with a
wall of gentle resistance to her ques-
tions.
He was born in Kentucky. He

fought in the Battle of Okinawa. He
was, maybe, married for two weeks
once, he’s not sure.
He’s been told two or three times

that he’s the father of a child, and
while there’s one he’s “pretty sure is
mine” he’s never bonded with any of
them, nor their mothers. Yet Re-

becca De Mornay left him “heart-
broken” when she dumped him for
Tom Cruise.
The camera for this film is held by

Armagh cinematographer Seamus
McGarvey, who has been nominated
for Oscars for Atonement and Anna
Karenina. It follows Stanton on a
drive through the empty night
streets of Los Angeles and into a bar
on Santa Monica Boulevard where
he has been a regular for 40 years,
and captures him in moody black
and white.
Stanton knows that the danger of a

biographical documentary is it
could strip away too much of the
mystery, leave us overly familiar. He
never gives too much, of himself or
of any of his characters and, there-
fore, he never outstays his welcome
He has remained under the radar

for nearly 60 years but he certainly
did so because he wanted it that
way.
When David Lynch asks him how

he would like to be remembered, he
replies: “It doesn’t matter.” You be-
lieve him.

WORDS TO LIVE BY
FROM HARRY
DEAN STANTON

● “I only eat so I can smoke and stay
alive.”
● “A friend is somebody who doesn’t
lie. My friend Logan, great guy, said to
me once, ‘Lie to me once, it’s strike
one. Like to me twice, it’s strike three.’”
● “When you’re deep asleep and not
dreaming, where are you? There’s
total blackness, it’s nothing, right?
So I’m hoping that’s what death is,
that it’s all gonna go. I don’t want to
deal with any consciousness
afterward.
● “Gertrude Stein wrote: “There is no
answer, there never was an answer,
there’ll never be an answer. That’s the
answer.” It’s a hard sell but that’s the
ultimate truth.”

Robert O’Shea on Sophie Huber’s documentary Partly Fiction about the life of Harry Dean Staunton

Harry Dean Staunton in a still
from cult classic Paris, Texas,
which shows at the Cork Film
Festival as part of Super Sunday
on November 12.


