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‘Ruby’ invests tts title character with stature 
By Roger Ebert 
Chicago Sun-Times 

here are people who carry a 
certain aura with them, a 
strength of personality, a 

confidence, that lets you know they 
are sane and capable and can be 
trusted. 

The actor Danny Aiello is sucha 
person. That makes him wrong to 
play Jack Ruby. He invests the 
Dallas nightclub owner with such 
stubborn dignity, even as he swims 
in the sleazy world of strip joints, 
drugs and crooked cops, that he 

takes on a certain nobility. He’s 
like a character from Shake- | 
speare, destined for better things, 
blocked by a fatal flaw: 

The enigma of Jack Ruby contin- 
ues to fascinate us. Who was he, 
where did he come from, what was 
his real story, why did he shoot Lee 
Harvey Oswald — and, most cru- 
cially, why did he never really 
speak for himself and explain his 
motives in the years before he fi- 
nally died in prison? 

Unlike Oswald, a shadowy figure 
who still refuses to come into focus, 
Ruby was a man who seemingly 
led a comprehensible life until his 
rendezvous with history. He exist- 
ed in history, not outside it. His 
brother was in the papers not very 
long ago, auctioning the pistol he 
used on that day in Dallas. People 
knew him. He could have spoken 
for himself. Yet he died and we are 
still not sure what his motivation 
was. 

_ The movie ‘‘Ruby’”’ approaches ; 
his story in much the same way 
that Tom Stoppard approached 
“Hamlet” in ‘Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern Are Dead.” Jack 
Ruby is at center stage. And way 
over there, in the corner of the Ve- 
gas hotel dining room, John F. 
Kennedy is a supporting player; he 
has a bit part and is always seen in 
long shot. 

Ruby is in another universe from 
JFK. But he is on the fringes of 
another center of power, the Mafia 
(or ‘‘Cosa Nostra,” as Joe Valachi 
calls it in a TV clip early in the 
film). He comes from. Chicago. 
Keeps telling people that. Has ar- 
rived in Dallas to run a burlesque 
club he takes great pride in. Moves 

he never had in life 
on the fringes of respectability, 
hosting ‘‘precinct night’ every 
Tuesday, so the cops can come and 
ogle the strippers, and leave him 
alone the rest of the week. 

There seems to be no secret to 
his existence, and yet, why did he 
leave Chicago and come to Dallas? 
The movie suggests he was being 
positioned by the mob for some 
purpose he was not fully aware of 
himself. 
Ruby believes he is about to be 

drawn into higher circles of orga- 
nized crime, but the film suggests 
it was his very lack of stature, his 
typecasting as an insignificant lit- 
tle guy, that was useful to them in 
their larger purposes. He is so in- 
significant, indeed, that there are | 
times when the movie strains be- 
yond any credibility in its attempts 

     
Danny Aiello stars in ‘Ruby’ as 
the man who shot President 

Kennedy’s accused assassin, 
Lee Harvey Oswald. 

to include him in the action. 
Early in the film, Ruby wanders 

into the Dallas bus station and 
finds a forlorn young blonde (Sher- 
ilyn Fenn) who says her name is 

  

Candy Cane. He befriends her. 
Usually the word “‘befriends”’ is in 
quotes, because we know what 
happens to forlorn young girls who 
meet strip-show owners in bus sta- 

- tions. But, yes, Ruby truly does be- 
friend her, giving her fatherly ad- 
vice and letting her bed down for 
the night in his club. He even shows 

_ her how to lock her door from the 
inside. The next day, it’s Candy 
who has to convince Jack to let her 
try out as a stripper. 

The relationship between Jack 
Ruby and Candy Cane is at the 
heart of “Ruby,” which shows how 
they use one another — Candy, not 
nearly as naive as she first ap- 
pears, using Jack as a way to touch 
the lives of really powerful men, 
first in the Mafia, and finally, it is 
suggested, even in the White 
House. Since her character ex- 
plains so many of the questions 

- about Jack Ruby, it is a shock, at 
the end of the film, to learn that 
Candy is a completely fictional 
creature. It would have been so 
convenient had she existed. She 
seems to have been created by the 
filmmakers as a cross between the 
Texas stripper Candy Barr and Ju- 
dith Campbell Exner, who said she 
shared the beds of both Sam Gian- 
cana and John F. Kennedy. 

The movie’s Ruby, in his role as 
a fringe player, witnesses events 
that seem to exist just beyond the 
threshold of our understanding. He 
is summoned to Las Vegas, for ex- 
ample, for dinner with the highest 
members of the national Mafia 
council. (That’s when he sees JFK 

across the room — and when JFK 
sees Candy Cane across the room.) 
But what is the purpose of the 
meeting, and what is Ruby’s role? 
In one of the movie's least convinc- 
ing moments, Ruby excuses him- 
self awkwardly and leaves the ta- 

   



ble. I do not imagine, wnen you are 
at Jack Ruby’s level, that you have 

the nerve to leave the table. 
Many of the events in the film 

are re-creations from real life. 
They have the same poignant reali- 
ty as they do in Oliver Stone’s 

  

‘Ruby’ 

®@ Siars: Danny Aiello, 

Sherilyn Fenn, Arliss Howard, 
Tobin Bell, David Duchovny. 

@ Behind the scenes: Di- 

rected by John Mackenzie. Pro- 
duced by Sigurjon Sighvatsson 
and Steve Golin. Written by Ste-   

phen Davis, based on his play 
“Love Field.” Distributed by Tri- 
umph Releasing Corp. 
@ Playing: Opens today in 
Orange County. | 

® Running time: 1 hour, 40 
minutes. 

l@ Rated: R, for language.     

“JFK.” There are especially 
touching moments showing how 
the mood of the city changes as the 
word spreads that the president 
has been shot. And then Jack 
Ruby, a big, genial, even kind man, 
a man who loves his dogs and be- 

friends stray women at the bus sta- 
tion, loads up his pistol and goes off 
to kill Oswald. (The film’s chronol- 
ogy of the scenes in which he does 
so does not match the historical 
record; it was always said in Ru- 
by’s defense that the timing was 

accidental, that he did not intend to 
rendezvous with Oswald in that 
Dallas basement. Here, the killing 
is deliberate. ) 

Do we know more about Jack 
Ruby because of this movie? Not 
really, because it tells us about a 
fictional Ruby, a Ruby invested by 
Danny Aiello with a great deal 
more substance and humanity 
than perhaps the historical figure 
would have commanded. As a film, 
“Ruby” creates a convincing and 
memorable character, an essen- 
tially good man who confusedly 
tries to do good things. As history, 
the film is not much help.


