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Julius Eastman interviewed by Marie Cieri, 1980 

Transcript of an interview between Julius Eastman and Marie Cieri, in conjunction with the artist’s engagement at the 
Walker Art Center for the New Music America Festival, 1980 
 
Julius Eastman: 
This music that I’m doing now isn’t something that I’m doing that was different than before, so that it’s ... When I was 
playing Mozart and Beethoven, which I still am, this is just a continuum. So the classical music that I used to play when 
I was a kid, or that I used to compose as a kid, is the same. It’s ... this is not new to me. It’s, in fact, just a continuum. 

So the pieces that you heard last night are pieces which, without my teacher’s training, would be slightly different, so 
they really refer back to him. And the thing that he taught me was to hear. That means that you actually hear the music 
internally, and then you just write it down, such that those pieces were written at a desk, even though they have 
harmonic ... have harmonic implications. I would just sit down at a desk and I would hear the first note, then I would 
hear the second note, and therefore everything is heard. But I just didn’t do it with the piano. 

At one point, I only composed with the piano. And then I remember being on a trip with a boyfriend of mine, and he 
was in the navy. And I went with him while he did some kind of a training, and there was no piano. And that was the 
first time that I was actually without a piano for compositional purposes. And so from then on ... and of course, I always 
did my exercises that my teacher gave me without the piano; the counterpoint. But from then on, when I had that trip 
with my friend, I was able to compose without the piano, and that’s ... so therefore, this music is just a ... has a continuity 
to it. It isn’t the kind of music that I composed when I was with my teacher, but it comes out of that stream. And every 
year, I go back and visit him, pay my respects to him. And it’s just continuous, nothing is broken. This isn't anything 
new. 

Marie Cieri:  
Do you feel a part of what we’re calling the “New Music Movement” or the New Music Festival itself? 

Julius Eastman: 
Well, I bet if you asked any composer, they would say that, no matter what they were doing, that it was, or maybe there 
are some composers who feel ... I don’t see where any composer who was living would say that they felt that they were 
not composing new music. Everyone feels that, even if another person doesn’t feel so, they say “Well, this isn’t really 
the hip stuff.” Do you know what I mean? How would they feel that they weren’t making new music? They would. So I 
couldn’t, it would be far for me, I wouldn’t say that either. Of course, there might be some who might feel isolated or 
so, but everyone feels that they’re writing new music. So when I become 60 or 70, then you might ask me that question 
and it might have an answer that might be revealing. But as it is now, of course, it’s within the confines of other musics 
that you are hearing. 

But everything is, every era is within its ... There is no music during Beethoven’s time that could not be seen as fitting, 
you see what I mean? There are a few examples like [inaudible] with sort of totally out of the picture. You know, he is 
a great revolutionary. But you call those revolutionaries or heretics. Like Mohammed was just a heretic. Although you 
saw certainly a stream of thought, even he, during his time, is not even unusual. So everything fits within its own time. 

I think the thing to do is to always think “what is the most natural thing?” You know, Milarepa, he used to go around 
with his prick showing, because he had his little ... he was, you know, a Tibetan saint, you know, and he had ... his 
clothes were just torn so he ... he only wore one thing. So it was torn and people would say, “Oh my God, you poor 
thing, why don’t you dress up?” And he said, you know, there is nothing wrong with my prick. It’s just some [inaudible]. 
[He] said people are ashamed of things that they oughtn’t be ashamed of. So in that way, he was really outside the 
norm. But in reality, he was just being natural. 
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So there is nothing, there is no real efficacy in being advanced as such. It’s just being normal, I think. Or what I should 
say, not normal, because that’s not the right word. What is the right word is natural. So I think that’s what ... And if 
you’re a natural, then if you’re outside of the people that are around you, you just have to bear the brunt of criticism 
such that, if you can’t bear that, you’re really ... not what I call a working human being. 

And most of us change within a mass, so the mass will change. A whole mass of people will change. So that the ’60s, 
there was a mass of people that were changing faster than the other mass. So as we look back on the era, those 
people who are changing fast just  are what we consider the bulk and the essence of the ’60s. See what I mean? 
People who are talking about love and natural foods and no war, we see that as the best, not so much what was 
traditionally American. So therefore, what will become traditionally American will now be that which was not traditionally 
American when it was happening. See what I mean? So what is the best will become tradition. 

Marie Cieri:  
How about the audiences at this point? Do you feel that they are keeping up with the composers? Or have you noticed 
any change in the receptivity to the new music of today? 

Julius Eastman: 
Well, from a stylistic point of view, the one change that you see is that you see the incorporation of American popular 
music being taken seriously as an art form. Rock and roll being taken seriously as an American art form. And the 
precedent for that is that, during Bach and Handel’s time, they made these little pieces, these little dance pieces—a 
gigue, which is really a jig, and a courante, and a little later than that was the minuet and the waltz. So these were 
actually popular forms. So actually, during our day, rock and roll is the popular form. Rhythm and blues, rock and roll. 
So you do see, that is, I think, the newest thing now is that you do see that these popular forms are now being 
incorporated into new music. 

Now the point is, is that we must analyze it and see if the artists are picking up on a popular form just to be popular or 
whether they are really bringing with them the intellectual rigor from the classical music and trying to incorporate it. Or 
just that they are trying to be popular and therefore they are infusing, they are taking on a music that has a popular 
appeal and hoping to mix it because ... So, if you have to in that case examine the individual artist to see if that is truly 
the case, or whether it is truly just a case of economics. And of course the ... So we can’t deal with economics, we 
don’t have enough time here to deal with that. Whether, how much of economics is, influences different styles. See, 
that’s too much right at this TV thing. That’s a very deep, deep subject. Very deep subject. So I think that’s an interesting 
note. 

Marie Cieri:  
Do you think it is more the composers, then, that are following the audience at times? Or do you feel that there has 
been more receptivity within the audience toward trying new things? 

Julius Eastman: 
Well, this audience is not a big audience here, you realize. It’s not a mammoth audience. What was it, 300 people in 
that auditorium? 
 

Marie Cieri:  
350. 

Julius Eastman: 
350. So, it’s not a big audience but it certainly is an enthusiastic one. And they are coming every night and whatever is 
presented before them, they are willing to hear and want to hear. And I think that the programs are representative, I 
think. I think they give a fair sampling of what’s happening, and I think the audiences are receptive. 
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There is that problem. There is an aesthetic problem that we are not going to deal with here, because it is going to take 
too much time, whether ... how much the composer should attune his music to the audience and how much the 
audience influences his music, and that kind of thing. That’s too deep for us now. But certainly the audience is 
enthusiastic, and they are appreciative, and they are generally excited, and the composers are happy about that. 

You see, there are not many people who can work totally without some kind of incoming psychological gratification. 
Only the person who is, I don’t want to use this word, but only a person who is dharma—but I don’t, that’s not really a 
good word either, because it gets to be too religious. But only a person whose advancement—let’s put it that way, let’s 
leave it at that—is very great can sort of work amidst total rejection, and still be very at home. But that is the ultimate 
teaching, to be just working whether you get gratified or not. 

Of course, I got a teaching yesterday, the person told me that ... I told him about ... I said the same thing that a person 
must be able to work amidst rejection or amidst pain or amidst cold or heat or hot, and he said, “Well, you know, but 
one must respect weather.” And I said, “Oh, that is a teaching.” Because one should respect it. That doesn’t mean that 
you have to be totally ... some people are, some certain saints are oblivious to weather, heat or cold. But it is ... he said 
that ... we were talking about New Yorkers and how they are not respectful, they throw things everywhere, they’re very 
rude, they’re very aggressive, and they’re just not respective of just normal things around them. So he was saying that, 
you know, one should be respectful. And that is a good teaching that it doesn't mean that you have to be, you can be 
oblivious of that respect or acceptance or rejection, but you should be respectful. So therefore, if it’s cold outside, you 
probably should put a coat on. 


