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The 2003 release of The Movement of People Working, a DVD of Phill Niblock’s 1970’s films, was an overwhelming event: over three hours of media including six movies and nine pieces of his massive minimalist music. Atavistic’s Magic Sun DVD is much smaller in scale – a single 17-minute Niblock film of the Sun Ra Arkestra, along with a short track of spoken Ra audio set to stills from the film – yet even more exciting. Perhaps Niblock’s best-known motion picture (mostly through word of mouth, as it has rarely been screened outside of Sun Ra concerts), The Magic Sun is a masterwork, a stunning black and white portrait of an equally masterful musical collective.

Shot between 1967 and 1968, both inside and on the rooftop of Ra’s 2nd Avenue apartment in New York City, The Magic Sun reaches deep inside the Arkestra.  Niblock shoots extreme close-ups of the band on high-contrast reversal film stock, whose rich negative images are like ghostly, back-of-the-eyelid etchings. Rolling pans across faces, fingers, keys, and strings are melted together and wrestled apart. Niblock employs uncannily-timed techniques​​ (superimpositions, defocused shots, disorienting angles, black frames) so organically that the music itself seems to edit the footage. Featuring the Arkestra at a peak, when legends Marshall Allen, Pat Patrick, and John Gilmore were all at full stride, the songs used (“Celestial Fantasy” from When Angels Speak of Love, and “The Shadow World” from The Magic City) swim from a squawking open, through a swinging bass-led middle, to a diving, horn-frenzy finale.

Perhaps The Magic Sun’s biggest achievement is how, much like Ra’s best work, it makes concrete and the abstract indistinguishable.  By using identifiable images at the outset, Niblock encourages the viewer to seek objects in each subsequent frame, but things slowly turn less distinct.  By film’s end, the accelerating montage is made mostly of shards of light that still look like fingers plucking strings, lips pushing air, and arms flexing into instruments.  It’s an excellent analogue to Sun Ra’s music – identifiable sounds morphing into abstraction – and in that sense, The Magic Sun may be the ultimate music video.  It’s certainly among the greatest music films ever made.

