A different spin
on apartheid story

Movie review

* %'/ “ThE MAN Wito DROVE
Wittt MANDELA,” with Corin Red-
prave. Divected by Greta Schiller,
from a script by Mark Gevisser. 82
minutes. Little Theatre, today
through Sunday. No rating;
includes profanity, adult subject
matter.

By Jonun HARTL
Sealtle Times movie revicwer

Neither a documentary nor a
drama, Greta Schiller’s “The Man
Who Drove With Mandela” often
flails as filmmaking. It awkwardly
mixes Corin Redgrave's highly the-
atrical impersonation of Cecil

Williams, who died in 1979, with
recently filmed interviews with the
man's surviving friends.

Nevertheless, the movie does
offer a unique sideways glance at
recent South African history, pre-
sented from the perspective of a
gay-rights activist who battled
apartheid along with Nelson Man-
dela in the late 1950s and carly
1960s.

Williams was the more recogniz-
ablc celebrity at the time, because of
his attention-getting work as a
Johannesburg theater director. Man-
dela, who was beginning to be
known as “the Black Pimpernel,”
pretended to be his chauffeur as
they organized rebellion.

There's an Oscar Wilde-like spin
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Cecil Williams is the subject of
“The Man Who Drove With
Mandela.”

to some of Williams/Redgrave’s con-
fessions, especially his stories about
sex with a scoutmaster who intro-
duced him to Kipling and imperial-
ism. He claims to have outgrown.-.

the imperialism, but “the sex could
stay.”

During World War 11, Williams
was active in opposing Hitler, at onc
point trying to convince the Pope to
take a stand against fascism. At the
same time, he discovered that his
same-sex relationships necd no
longer be furtive and transient. [n
his words, the war “changed cvery-
thing” for gay men on the verge of
coming out. (This was also the
theme of Schiller’s 1985 documen-
tary, “Before Stonewall.”)

After joining thc Communist
Party of South Africa, Williams
found himself “among the most
wonderful pcople.” He got to know
Laurence Olivier and Danny Kayc
(whose song, “Lifc Could Not Bet-
ter Be,” accompanics a blissful post-
war montage) and staged many of
the most popular plays of the 1950s.

He impressed people with his
Oxford diction, speechmaking abili-
ties, his bravery as a freedom fight-
er, and the insights he brought to
the struggle as a sexual outsider.

Redgravc's dialogue is supposcd-

ly drawn from Williams' lctters and
diarics. But when he throws away a
line like “that’s what [ told my
brother Bill a few days before 1
died,” you'll wonder how much of it
is the fanciful creation of screen-
writer-producer Mark Gevisser.

As a result, the most convincing
touches are the newsreel footage,
the home movies and the interviews
with people who knew Williams.
Their memories are often quite
evocative, in several cases reaffim-
ing what hooks, documentaries and
straight dramatic films (especially
1988's “A World Apart”) have told
us about the social and legal restric-
tions of the period.

Perhaps most moving is the tes-
timony of pcople whose lives were
forever changed by Williams' con-
sciousness-raising. A black woman
talks about beedming more articu-
late and assertive after his pep talks.
while a white woman claims that he
made her “seriously awarce” for the
first time of the kind of socicly che
was living in — and of the soul-
destroying nature of apartheid.
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