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SHORT (196 words) 
 
Percussionist/composer Julian Gerstin has been performing jazz and music of the 
Caribbean and Africa for over 40 years. His musical explorations have taken him to 
Martinique, where he lived for for two years, Cuba, and Ghana. In the US he has worked 
and studied with musicians from Nigeria, South Africa, Brazil, Iran, Egypt, and many 
other countries. Julian has performed in jazz settings from New Orleans brass bands to 
experimental jazz; African dance styles with Orlando Julius, Baba Ken Okulolo, and Zulu 
Spear; in salsa, samba, soca, reggae, funk and R&B bands; sung with the River Singers 
chorus; and composed for theater and dance. Currently, Julian’s major project is the Julian 
Gerstin Sextet, which has released two CDs of his jazz-meets-world music compositions. 
He is also a member of Puerto Rican traditional ensemble Bomba de Aquí. Julian holds an 
MFA in Music Composition and a PhD in Anthropology, has published in numerous 
academic journals, edited a collection of Alan Lomax’s 1962 tapes from the Caribbean, and 
is co-author (with Ken Dalluge) of The Musician’s Guide to Rhythm. Since 2010 Julian has 
served as President of the Board of the Vermont Jazz Center, where he also teaches. 
 
 
LONGER 
 
For 50 years I have performed and studied music of Africa and the African Diaspora: 
traditions of Ghana, Cuba, Martinique, and Brazil; African popular styles such as highlife, 
afrobeat and mbaqanga; Latin American popular music from son and salsa to samba, 
chôro, cumbia and soca; jazz from New Orleans brass bands to avant-garde 
experimentation; and a grab-bag of other styles including funk, punk, choral music, 
Mexican folk, cajun, zydeco, and children’s music. In recent years I’ve begun exploring 
Balkan, Turkish and Arabic traditions. I compose jazz inflected with world styles for my 
own Julian Gerstin Sextet, as well as music for theater, dance, new music and percussion 
ensembles.  
 
Major performers I have worked with include Baba Ken Okulolo & Kotoja, Orlando 
Julius, Zulu Spear, Tomás Rodriguez/Barry Kornhauser, Bel Alians and Plastic System 
Band (in Martinique), Joel Harrison, Eugene Uman, Samirah Evans, Iroko Nuevo, Bomba 
de Aquí, Richard Hell and the Voidoids, and the Pioneer Valley Arabic Orchestra. My 
compositions have been performed by Hub New Music, Mobius Percussion, various 
university percussion ensembles, and I have written music for productions by Sandglass 
Theater, Colombian Ethnic Dance Company, and Children’s Radio Theater. 
 
I perform on a wide variety of percussion instruments: tanbou bèlè, a drum from 
Martinique; Cuban instruments including conga, bongó, cajón, and shekere; Brazilian 



samba instruments such as surdo, pandeiro, repinique, timbal and agogo; the tappan drum 
of Bulgaria/Macedonia; and many others, including washboard and donkey’s jawbone. 
 
My main current performing projects are: 
 Julian Gerstin Sextet: Original jazz compositions inspired by melodies and rhythms of 
the Caribbean and Balkans. Many of these compositions feature the tanbou bèlè drum of 
Martinique. I’m proud to play these songs with some of New England’s finest jazz 
musicians: Eugene Uman piano, Anna Patton clarinet, Don Anderson trumpet or Jon 
Weeks saxophones & flute, Wes Brown bass, Ben James drumset. The CD has released two 
CDs, “The One Who Makes You Happy” and “The Old City.” 
 Trio Mambo: With Dan DeWalt on piano and Wes Brown on bass, Trio Mambo 
plays mostly original music spanning jazz, Latin jazz, bluesy jazz, and weird jazz. Playful 
and grooving, with an unmistakable empathy between three expert musicians tuned into 
one another. 
 VT Shakedown: Afrobeat, ska and classic funk comprise this band’s unquenchable 
repertoire. A tight rhythm section with ripping horn solos and soulful vocals. 
 Bomba de Aquí: Bomba is part of Puerto Rico’s African heritage, brought “here” 
(Springfield, MA) by dancer Brendalíz Cepeda-Peñalosa, drummer Saul Peñalosa, and 
friends. I’m honored to join this group’s celebration of their identity. The dancing is joyous, 
the lyrics moving and proud, and the drumming powerful. 
 
As you can see from this mix, I like music that makes me think … and music that makes 
me sweat. 
 
Much of my most valued musical training has been in informal, traditional settings: 
Ghanaian music with C.K. Ladzekpo; Martinican traditions with the masters Siméline 
Rangon and Paulo Rastocle; Cuban traditions with Ramón Marques Dominguez of 
Cutumba, Sandy Pérez of AfroCuba de Matanzas, John Santos, John Amira and Michael 
Spiro; Brazilian with Ken Dalluge and Gary Harding; Puerto Rican with Brendalíz 
Cepeda-Peñalosa and Saul Peñalosa; Macedonian/Bulgarian with Jerry Kisslinger and 
Helen Marx; Arabic with A.J. Racy, Tareq Rantisi, Todd Roach and Layth Sidiq. There have 
been many others as well; I am thankful to them all. 

 
In a more formal setting, I received an MFA in Music Composition in 2020 from the 
Vermont College of Fine Arts, where I studied with Andy Jaffe, Diane Moser, Michael 
Early and Roger Zahab. My PhD in Cultural Anthropology (University of California, 
Berkeley, 1996) was based on two years’ research in Martinique, where I researched and 
performed music and dance traditions. This research led to numerous publications in 
Ethnomusicology, Black Music Research Journal, Latin American Music Review and other 
journals and books. I recently retired from a 28-year college teaching career, the longest 
stretch at Keene State College but also Wesleyan University, Clark University, Marlboro 
College, San José State University and several others. With Ken Dalluge, I’ve written The 
Musician’s Guide to Rhythm, a comprehensive, practical guide to rhythmic understanding 
and creativity for players of all instruments. 
 



I’ve taught private and ensemble music classes most of my life, and continue to teach at the 
wonderful, non-profit Vermont Jazz Center, collaborating with Eugene Uman in the Latin 
Jazz Ensemble and Ron Kelley in the Galera da Samba samba group. I have served  
as President of the Board of Directors of the Vermont Jazz Center since 2010, and and have 
been on the Board of Directors of Sandglass Puppet Theater since 2017.  


