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American Masters Celebrates Black History Month with Documentary Honoring Music Pioneer Sun Ra, Premiering February 20 on PBS
Sun Ra: Do The Impossible dives into the groundbreaking work of the visionary jazz musician and Godfather of Afrofuturism
NEW YORK – From swing to bebop to free jazz, Sun Ra bridged myriad musical styles to form his own avant-garde sound. With his ever-evolving collective, the Sun Ra Arkestra, he stretched the boundaries of jazz and self-produced more than 200 albums, in addition to being one of the first Black artists to have his own record label. Remembered today as the “Godfather of Afrofuturism,” Sun Ra weaved ancient Egyptian and interstellar metaphors into a definitive musical and spiritual vision that resonates across generations. Discover the extraordinary life of this poet, philosopher, and musical visionary in American Masters – Sun Ra: Do The Impossible, premiering nationwide Friday, February 20 at 9 p.m. ET on PBS (check local listings), pbs.org/americanmasters and the PBS App. 

Featuring archival footage and stills, performance clips, and original interviews, Sun Ra: Do The Impossible is a kaleidoscopic view of the artist’s legacy, from his early days growing up in Alabama to his musical journey around the country through cities such as Chicago, New York, Berkeley, and Philadelphia as bandleader of the Sun Ra Arkestra. Interviews with notable Arkestra members, including Marshall Allen, Ahmed Abdullah, Cheryl Banks-Smith, and Michael Ray, provide profound insight into his artistry, while conversations with scholars and music experts like Fred Moten, King Britt, Harmony Holiday, Fred Moten, and Thomas Stanley highlight Sun Ra’s influence on today's music.
Born Herman Poole Blount in 1914, Sun Ra was raised in Birmingham, Alabama. An adept pianist and musical prodigy, Sun Ra had a revelatory experience as a young man: he was transported to Saturn and was called to pursue music. His voyage into a dynamic vision of a Black Space Age took off as a result of this event, leading him to develop a unique, genre-melding sound that defied musical boundaries. 

In 1952, inspired by his studies of Ancient Egypt and the dawn of the Space Age, he legally changed his name to Le Sony'r Ra, shortened to Sun Ra. Over the course of his career, he wrote more than 1,000 compositions, spanning an eclectic range of styles, from barrelhouse blues to big band swing, to electronic experimental music and beyond, released more than 200 self-produced records, pioneered the use of electronic keyboards, and published countless broadsheets and poems.  The elaborate road shows of his big band, Sun Ra and His Myth-Science Arkestra, fused music, dance, costumes, and theatrics into unforgettable sonic rituals experienced by audiences the world over.

Sun Ra departed Earth at the age of 79 from his birthplace of Birmingham, Alabama. Revered as a trailblazing figure in the movement known today as Afrofuturism, he has inspired innovators like Janelle Monáe, Solange, Flying Lotus, Madlib, and George Clinton. The Arkestra – under the leadership of Marshall Allen, age 101, and Knoel Scott – continues to this day, delighting audiences around the globe with Sun Ra's singular brand of cosmic jazz.

The filmmaker of Sun Ra: Do The Impossible is Christine Turner, whose previous work includes the Academy Award-nominated documentary The Barber of Little Rock and J’Nai Bridges Unamplified, an American Masters co-production with Firelight Media as part of the In The Making series, which follows the titular opera singer as she takes the stage in a tribute performance to George Floyd. 

Now in its 40th season on PBS, American Masters illuminates the lives and creative journeys of our nation’s most enduring artistic giants — those who have left an indelible impression on our cultural landscape — through compelling, unvarnished stories. Setting the standard for documentary film profiles, the series has earned widespread critical acclaim: 28 Emmy Awards — including 10 for Outstanding Nonfiction Series and five for Outstanding Nonfiction Special— two News & Documentary Emmys, 14 Peabodys, three Grammys, two Producers Guild Awards, an Oscar, and many other honors. To further explore the lives and works of more than 290 masters past and present, the American Masters website offers full episodes, film outtakes, filmmaker interviews, the podcast “American Masters: Creative Spark,” educational resources, digital original series and more. The series is a production of The WNET Group.
Sun Ra: Do the Impossible is a production of Firelight Films, Inc., in association with American Masters Pictures. Directed and produced by Christine Turner. Stanley Nelson, Michael Kantor, and Bradford Smith are executive producers. Edited by Steven Golliday. For American Masters, Michael Kantor is executive producer and Julie Sacks is series producer.
Original production funding for Sun Ra: Do The Impossible was provided by the National Endowment for the Humanities, Open Society Foundations, Ford Foundation, Jonathan Logan Family Foundation, Wyncote Foundation, Doris Duke Foundation, Rockefeller Brothers Fund, and the M.J. Murdock Charitable Trust.
Original production funding for American Masters was provided by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, AARP, The Rosalind P. Walter Foundation, the Burton P. and Judith B. Resnick Foundation, the Blanche and Hayward Cirker Charitable Lead Annuity Trust, Koo and Patricia Yuen, the Lillian Goldman Programming Endowment, Seton J. Melvin, The Blanche & Irving Laurie Foundation, Thea Petschek Iervolino Foundation, Anita and Jay Kaufman, The Philip and Janice Levin Foundation, The Marc Haas Foundation, The Ambrose Monell Foundation, the Kate W. Cassidy Foundation, Ellen and James S. Marcus, the André and Elizabeth Kertész Foundation, the Charina Endowment Fund in memory of Robert B. Menschel, Candace King Weir and public television viewers.
Sun Ra: Do the Impossible will be available for streaming concurrent with broadcast on all station-branded PBS platforms, including PBS.org and the PBS app, available on iOS, Android, Roku streaming devices, Apple TV, Android TV, Amazon Fire TV, Samsung Smart TV, Chromecast and VIZIO. PBS station members can view many series, documentaries and specials via PBS Passport. For more information about PBS Passport, visit the PBS Passport FAQ website.
American Masters’ commitment to accessible programming is a continuation of PBS’s mission to provide more resources and availability of audio-described content streaming on PBS.org. In addition to audio description (AD), American Masters programming with extended audio descriptions (EAD), large open captions, on-screen ASL interpretation (ASL), combined descriptive transcription and more can be found here.

Websites:
http://pbs.org/americanmasters
Facebook: http://facebook.com/americanmasters
Instagram: http://instagram.com/pbsamericanmaster
TikTok: https://tiktok.com/@pbsamericanmasters?lang=en
YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/c/americanmasters
#AmericanMastersPBS
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About The WNET Group 
The WNET Group creates inspiring media content and meaningful experiences for diverse audiences nationwide. It is the community-supported home of New York’s THIRTEEN – America’s flagship PBS station – WLIW, THIRTEEN PBS KIDS, WLIW World and Create; NJ PBS, New Jersey’s statewide public television network; Long Island’s only NPR station WLIW-FM; ALL ARTS, the arts and culture media provider; newsroom NJ Spotlight News; and FAST channel PBS Nature. Through these channels and streaming platforms, The WNET Group brings arts, culture, education, news, documentary, entertainment, and DIY programming to more than five million viewers each month. The WNET Group’s award-winning productions include signature PBS series Nature, Great Performances, American Masters, and Amanpour and Company and trusted local news programs like NJ Spotlight News with Briana Vannozzi. Inspiring curiosity and nurturing dreams, The WNET Group’s award-winning Kids’ Media and Education team produces the PBS KIDS series Cyberchase, interactive Mission US history games, and resources for families, teachers and caregivers. A leading nonprofit public media producer for more than 60 years, The WNET Group presents and distributes content that fosters lifelong learning, including initiatives addressing poverty, jobs, economic opportunity, social justice, understanding, and the environment. Through Passport, station members can stream new and archival programming anytime, anywhere. The WNET Group represents the best in public media. Join us.

About Firelight Films
Founded by award-winning filmmaker Stanley Nelson, Firelight Films produces documentary films and develops strategies, partnerships, and materials to reach and engage diverse audiences. Firelight Films productions have garnered multiple Primetime Emmys, Peabodys, and Sundance awards. Among them are WE WANT THE FUNK!, Crack: Cocaine, Corruption & Conspiracy, Miles Davis: Birth of the Cool, The Black Panthers: Vanguard of the Revolution, and Freedom Riders. Attica (2021) won the Directors Guild of America award for Outstanding Directorial Achievement in Documentary and was nominated for an Academy Award®. Forthcoming titles from Firelight Films include Harlem: The Soul of the Nation, In Our Own Image: The Story of American Art, and Creating the New World: The Transatlantic Slave Trade, all for PBS.
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