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Eastman, Julius (Dunbar)
(b New York, NY, 27 Oct 1940; d Buffalo, NY, 28 May 1990). American Composer, vocalist, pianist,
and improviser. Eastman trained as a pianist and choirboy while growing up in Ithaca, New York.
After a year of piano study at Ithaca College, he was accepted at the Curtis Institute in 1959. In
1961 he changed his major to composition and studied with Constant Vauclain and MIECZYSŁAW
HORSZOWSKI. After graduating in 1963 he returned to Ithaca, where he continued piano and
composition study. He was an active vocalist and toured with the Gregg Smith Singers in 1968. In
1969 Eastman joined the Creative Associates at the University of Buffalo as a composer-performer
and remained with them until 1976. The Creative Associates presented the premiere of Eastman’s
Stay on It and If You’re So Smart, Why Aren’t You Rich? With the group, he sang Peter Maxwell
Davies’s Eight Songs for a Mad King (1969) to great acclaim and recorded it with the Fires of
London. Eastman joined Petr Kotik’s S.E.M. Ensemble in 1971 and remained with the group until
1976. S.E.M. performed experimental music, mostly that of the New York School, as well as
compositions by Eastman, Kotik, and others. Many of Eastman’s compositions were written for the
group, including “Creation,” “Joy Boy,” “That Boy,” and “Feminine.”

Eastman’s compositional style in the early 1970s combined a collage aesthetic of multiple
unsynchronized layers, electronic manipulation, repetition, and the quotation of popular song
(particularly in “Creation” and “Macle”). His notational strategy is similar to the one used in open-
form and indeterminate works of Terry Riley and Morton Feldman. The sound world of these early
pieces is often chaotically exuberant and affords players opportunities for improvisation. Other
pieces such as ‘Joy Boy’ and ‘Stay on It’ are more similar to the rhythmic minimalism exemplified by
Riley’s ‘In C.’

After leaving the Creative Associates in 1976, Eastman relocated to New York and became an
important participant in the city’s musical life. He performed regularly at the Kitchen until the mid-
1980s. As a vocalist, he sang and toured with Meredith Monk, recording her Dolmen Music (1979)
and Turtle Dreams (1981). He composed music for the choreographers Andy de Groat and Molissa
Fenley. He also worked closely with Jeffery Lohn (of the no-wave band Theoretical Girls), Arthur
Russell, Peter Gordon, and Ned Sublette. In the late 1970s Eastman, along with Tania León and
Talib Hakim, organized the Brooklyn Community Concerts—a series focused on the music of African
American composers and other underrepresented musicians.

Eastman’s later works were marked by an intensification of his earlier interest in minimalist
repetition and long duration. He also wrote pieces for multiple instruments, in particular, multiple
pianos. The titles of his compositions began to suggest a sharpened political engagement that
addressed his identity as a gay African American man. In addition, Eastman was a vocal and
keyboard improviser and performed evening-length vocal improvisations at the Kitchen, Environ,
and the Experimental Intermedia Foundation. Mary Jane Leach produced a recording of Eastman’s
music released in 2005.
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