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Improvisation, oral traditions, 
and a deep-seated suspicion of music-as-
commodity form the cornerstone of black 
American traditions, from the slave dances 
held at New Orleans’ Congo Square to 
the outer borough DJ culture of 1970s 
New York, whose practicioners turned 
those static coils of sound known as vinyl 
records into something spontaneous, 
communitarian, queering the progressivist 
lines of musical history with loops and 
scratches. Julius’s brother Gerry, a jazzman, 
participates in this tradition.

Then there’s Julius. From the late 1960s 
through the 80s, he composed and 
performed extensively in classical music 
environs, whose mores he bristled against, 
whose context he notoriously exceeded. 
One snapshot shows him bent over paper 
writing a song for 10 cellos; another 
frames him holding a heavy man in drag 
in an East Village laundromat. They look 
happy. Neither image would be so beautiful 
without the other. So too his titles strain 
against any attempt to separate the sounds 
they precede from the sting and texture 
of life outside the concert hall (“Crazy 
Nigger”, “If You’re So Smart, Then Why 
Aren’t You Rich?”, etc.).



Eastman’s life details shimmer into 
rumor. He embraced a written, post-
European classical tradition, but most 
accounts portray him as disorganized, 
uninterested in preserving his own legacy. 
Manuscripts were lost to eviction (so the 
story goes) or simple neglect. Yet some 
of the idiosyncratic surviving works are 
meticulously scripted down to the second, 
and demand virtuosic attention. 

This album explores the structural themes 
of Eastman’s music as well as the cultural 
contexts surrounding it. Specifically, 
David and Emily performed Eastman’s  
“Evil Nigger” (1979)  and “Gay Guerrilla” 
(1980),  as I processed their piano sounds 
using custom-built audio software. Faithful 
approximations of Eastman’s scores flow 
into sections where the electroacoustic 
transformations take on a lead role. 
The third piece offers a coda of sorts, and 
was developed for the live performance 
version (which features additional scenes).  

I interpret the open-ended, irreverent 
nature of Eastman’s legacy as a call to 
conversation. Reverence can be a form 
of forgetting.
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