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Like itor not, theateris o part of every concert.
Performers can leave standards unquestioned and
present o concertthatignoresthe enhancements of
theater; or setting, lighting, placement of audience
and performer, andthe movements of the performer

allcan be utilized inthe service of o conscious intention.

Julius Eastman sang his unaccompanied “Sacred
Songs” in a very simple but well considered setting. The
performance space was small, the audience
necessavily limitedto less than thirty. Lighting was from
asingle overhead spotand Eastmon stood directly
beneathitotthe centerand front of the stoge.
Eveqything about the performance emphasized
singleness andisolation, which were a concern of the
texts he sang. The overhead spot put Eastman's face
into deep shadow, o welcome gesture of privacyina
performance so personal. Everytime | have seen
Eastman perform he hos been dressed the saome way,
intorn and dirty clothing. Normally one ignores o
musician’s clothing, but here it seemedto count
becouse itemphasizedthe unglomorousness of his
non-conformity. The performance was strenuous for
both Eastman andthe audience. His voice isomong
the few thot have the power and variety to succeedin
asolo a coppella formot. Eastmon used no written
music, butthe songs were too carefully structured, with
recurrentthemes andfigures, toimply much improvisa-
tion. The cycle of songs, with only brief pauses
between each, losted atleastan hour and fifteen
minutes.
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The cycle of “sacred songs” wostitled “Taking Refuge
InThe Two Principles,” and the texts were written by
Eastman. Whatmade them sacred was not any
association with a specific religion, but the fact that
the texts concerned ideals socredto Eastman. The
centrol stotement was, “Itoke refuge underthe
umbrella of two principles—Universalityand
Impartiality.” The words Altruism and Equality were
usedalso. Thatstatement came up againand again,
ond wos alwoys followed by the declaration that
those principles did not, in foct, give him refuge or
protection from anything. His belief in these principles,
occordingto the text, has separated him from most
people and, painfully. even from his friends. There
were reiterations and extensions of these ideas. About
midwoythrough the piece there was atouching
section in which Eastman sang, “I place myfriends
around me. | place them on my left side. | ploce them
onmyrightside.” And he wenton, listing where he
places his friends, developing slowly from physical
imoges to more abstract poetic ones. ltwas during this
section thot Eastman gestured most. Othertimes he
often kept his hands closped ot his chest, notinan
imploring way, butin a casual, absent-minded woy.
Thetext never seemed pretentious even ot its most
philosophicol, because of its “soul-loid-bare” quality.

The vocal line encompossedthe distant limits of
Eostmon's famous range (listen to his performance of
Peter Moxwell Davies “Eight Songs fora MadKing” on
Nonesuch records), concentrating onthe lower
register. A contour common to the whole cycle was this:
Eostman would start quietly on o note ond, inthe form
of a long melisma (often on “I"), he would slip down
and up about a half step in quick little grace notes.
These never seemed hophazzard, and his pitch wos
always under control. Grodually, os more words were
sung, the lines became more drawn out and intervals
widened until, ot o climactic point, his voice woas
Jjumping back and forth at least an octove, some-
times straining and loud without being unmusical.
Within this soft-to-loud contour wass o great deal of
variety, neveran overly obvious gradation. The music
hod a ritualistic quality to it and wos probobly
influenced by the religious music of both east and west.
This seemedto be more a result of common purpose
andthe extension of atradition, rotherthan any need
of Eastman’s foran antecedent.

This wos relentless music. Attimes it wos like being
shouted at. There was an intensity of conviction both

physically and psychologically that wos harrowing.
The physical ordeal of singing for so long with such
endurafice complimentedthe difficulties inherentinthe
philosophical paradoxes of the text. ltgave me o
heodache. It was startlingthat one person, in a smalll
room, could generate such athorough experience on
somanylevels.

David Gardand
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