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The story of two
fans looking for
forgotten singer
Sixto Rodriguez
is unexpectedly
heartwarming,
says Wendy Ide
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nyfilms gettinga
releasethis week,
abarren period
scorched by
fallout from The
Dark Knight Rises
last week, will be
one of two things.
Theywill eitherbe an outand out
turkey gettingshoved into the
cinema equivalent of a shallow grave.
Orthey will be something special
enough to chuck aspanner ifito the
unstoppable Hollywood machine.
Searching For Sugar Man falls firmly
into the latter camp. Atthe heart of
this gripping musical odyssey isthe
kind of story thatshould notbetrue
—and indeed couldnotbe truebut
for theuniqueset of cultural
circumstances thataligned around
thelife and career of the 1970s folk
artist Sixto Rodriguez.

Never heard of him? You are not
alone. The Detroit-based troubadour
crafted mournful, melodicsongs that
made Bob Dylan look like a political
lightweight. His twoalbums are
crammed with anthems for the
discarded and the dispossessed of
American society; torch songs for
people burned by life. He was meant
tobethebiggest new star thatthe
protest generation had produced.
Butforsomereason, Rodriguez’s
career simply didn'tignite, and the
American audience remained
| indifferent to the anguished
eloquence of his poetry and music.
Rodriguezvanishedback intohis
gruelling former hand to mouth
existence asamanuallabourer.

Buthere’swherethestory gets
weird. Unbeknown to Rodriguez, his
music had found an enthusiastic
audience. In South Africa, his star
dwarfed that of actslike the Rolling
Stones. He had a cultural weight to
rival that of Elvis. Hismusicfuelled
theidea ofrebellion among young
Afrikaners chafingagainst the
repressive nature of the government.
Heinspired a whole generation of



Sixto Rodriguez and fans: repo of his death proved g]‘eatly xaggerated

white South African musicians to use
theirsongs asa weaponagainst ¥
Apartheid. It seemsincredible that -
Rodrigueznever knew about his
impactin South Africa,butbearin
mind thatthis was a country in which
theflow of information waslocked
down by censorship, and cultural
exchange was precluded by
sanctions. And South African fans
wereas much in the dark abouttheir
hero as hewas about hissuccess.
They knew just onething—that

Rodriguezdied by hisown hand. But

how? Rumours suggested either
self-immolation on stage or a bullet
tothe head after abad gig.

This extraordinary,involving
documentary follows the quest of two
dedicated fans, who set out tofind out
more aboutthe elusive artist, and the
truth about his death. They discover
more than they could have ever
hoped forin one of the mostjoyous
momentsinacinema thisyear.

The churlish might suggest that the
pair of fans made ameal of their
search, scouring his Iyrics for clues of
where he might have lived when
simply googling the name ofthe
recording engineer might have
opened a few doorsalittle earlier.
Still, it’s a treasure hunt of amovie
thatrepaysin musical gold.




