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Like many other industries, music has been filled with gender inequality and bias. Over the
past decade, there has been a tremendous light shed on the gender inequality that fills our
educational settings and professional environments. Most case studies and research about gender
inequality revolve around the idea of the gender binary, meaning that gender can be expressed in the
form of male or female. Several articles, books, dissertations, etc. have discussed the significant gap
in treatment, payment, acceptance, and employment of male and female musicians. However, within
most of these publications, there is a lack of discussion about the individuals that identify themselves
outside of the gender binary, such as gender non-conforming, non-binary, and transgender people.
A person’s gender identity refers to a person’s self-identified gender characteristics in comparison to
the gender norms that are presented in society.' These identities outside of the gender binary can
include lesbian, gay, bisexual, gender non-conforming, non-binary, transgender, gender fluid, etc.
falling within the overarching ‘queer’ identity.

In 1894, the term ‘queet’ was first used to describe a person’s sexuality and gender identity.”
As the term has grown throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, ‘queer’ has been used to
describe sexuality, gender identity, and gender fluidity in a broader lens to eliminate specific gender
identifying terms such as ‘gay’, ‘lesbian’, or ‘transgender’. One of the primary models of ‘queer’ as
describing term for a person’s identity can be seen through the case of Irish poet and playwright,
Oscar Wilde. In 1895, Wilde was thriving as performances of his plays The Importance of Being Earnest

and An Ideal Husband were performed in the West End of London.” At the same time, Wilde was in
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a sectet relationship with the son of the Marquis of Queensbury.* At one of the play performances,
the Marquis left a calling card left in lieu of visiting Wilde.” As shown in Figure 1, the calling card
wrote “For Oscar Wilde posing Somdomite”.® In the Marquis’ note, the word “sodomy” was
misspelled as “Somdomite” (biblical term referring to unnatural sexual intercourse) which in Wilde’s
case indentifies him as 2 homosexual person.” In response to the calling card, Wilde prosecuted the
Marquis. Shortly after, Wilde dropped the charges on the Marquis, but was put in jail for indecency

with males.?
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FIGURE 1. Calling Card from the Marquis of Queensberry addressed to poet and playwright, Oscar
Wilde. Written text states “For Oscar Wilde posing Somdomite”.
https://blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/oscar-wilde-triumph-tragedy-exile/.

Although Oscar Wilde was not a musician, he was a contributor to the performing and
literary arts, as well as the queer community. Wilde’s experience gives a primary example of the lack

of queer acceptance and support which has been positively changing over the last one hundred
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twenty-eight years. One significant change toward creating an accepting environment includes the
representation of queer folks in television shows and movies which tell stories of queer individuals
and highlight their experiences in our world. Today’s society differs from the nineteenth century not
only because there is technology to broadcast these experiences, but mainly the aversion for a
person to express their queer identity has decreased significantly. While there is a long way to go to
achieve full acceptance and support of queer people, today’s society has generally become accepting
of queer folks.

Despite the term ‘queer’ being used for one hundred twenty-eight years, there has been little
intersection between queerness and music in scholarly research. In the past century, there have been
many musicians that have openly identified as queer, but there is no information or data that has
been shared about their experiences. Much of the current work that combines queerness and music
is centralized around music’s role in informal settings, such as queer social lifestyles and
performances involving drag shows and queer clubs. When referencing the “professional” music
settings there has been significant research conducted around queerness in music composition, but
minimal research concerning queerness in music performance or education settings.” As several
members of our population have begun to identify as queer, it is important to inform scholars of the
experiences that this group has faced in order to raise awareness and promote healthy change for
respectful treatment and inclusion of queer musicians. Within queer-centered research, it has been

proven that increased visibility and as well as the growing population of queer-identifying people has
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broken some of the stereotypes of what people understand queerness to be."” While queer-centered
research has been helpful in supporting queers and educating non-queers, there should be a focus on
queer musicians in collegiate settings within scholarly music research. The lack of information about
queer experiences and lifestyle in musical settings decreases the amount of queer representation that
is found in scholarly music research. By furthering this research, musicians who do not identify as
queer are able to have a clearer understanding of how queerness can impact a queer person’s ability
to create and respond with music, as well as other colleagues in the field.

Diversity serves an integral part in many academic institution’s philosophies as student and
faculty members varied experiences allow for a comprehensive and inclusive learning environment.
Many academic institutions strive to have a diverse population of students and faculty members,
attempting to include a wide variety of race, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, and academic
background. When focusing on one small aspect of a diverse learning environment, queerness, it is
important to have a general awareness of the number of males, females, and gender non-conforming
individuals that study and/or teach music at academic institutions. By examining the diversity
statistics of male, female, and gender non-conforming students and faculty members in collegiate
music programs, we can identify how important inclusivity is to provide a diverse, well-educated
learning environment."

Throughout my research, it has proven difficult to find data that includes people who
identify outside of the gender binary. Several gender biases of musical instruments have been

exhibited in a case study entitled Orchestrated Sex: The Representation of Male and Female Musicians in
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World-Class Symphony Orchestras by Desmond Sergeant and Evangelos Himonides.'” Spanning
orchestras across the United States and Europe, Orchestrated Sex examines the representation of male
and female musicians in forty different orchestras. In their introduction, Sergeant and Himonides
write that each orchestral instrument has its own gender bias which is shown through several
collections of data in the study. Within the forty orchestras surveyed, there is a female bias to
instrumentalists who played violin, flute, and harp. There is a male bias within these orchestras’
instruments to viola, cello, double bass, oboe, clarinet, bassoon, French horn, trumpet, trombone,
tuba, and percussion.” Data about the male and female instrument bias was collected by examining
the gender identity of each petformer in the group. A female/male instrument bias was determined
by more than fifty percent of the section consisting of females/males. Among the forty orchestras,
the average total percentage of male musicians was 60.32 while the average total percentage of
females was 39.68."* As per the unequal correlation of instrument and gender, this percentage is
anticipated because out of the fourteen instruments listed, three were associated with females. This
would round to approximately 21 percent of the forty orchestras consisting of females when
evaluating solely based on the instrument biases rather than the actual number of males and females
in the orchestras."

Within Sergeant and Himondes’ case study, there is a reference to Hallam, Rogers, and
Creech’s study entitled Gender Differences in Musical Instrument Choice which surveys the biases of male
and female students in receiving school tuition. Hallam, Rogers, and Creech’s study shares data on

which gender receives the most school tuition per instrument in a few schools located in the United
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Kingdom.® From most feminine to most masculine, the results of this study are as follows: harp,
flute, oboe, violin, clarinet, viola, cello, bassoon, percussion, trombone, trumpet, and tuba. Hallam
et. al. make note that there are instruments that have a gender-neutral correlation between
scholarship and instrument type.'” These instruments included French horn and double bass, but
extended outside of the orchestra to include African drums, cornet, saxophone, and tenor horn."®
While the inclusion of gender-neutral correlation of instruments and scholarship implies there is no
bias correlation between instruments, gender, and tuition, it made me feel as though the authors
were falsely validating that there does not always have to be an association between gender and
instrument.

Comparing the gender biases present in professional settings and academic settings has been
interesting to me since there are differences in what instruments are favored in each gender. These
differences may appear for a variety of reasons including the accessibility of the instrument, the
learning environment in which the students (and now professionals) learned their instruments, the
years in which each study was completed, and the influence of a biased audition process that
professionals endure to this day. By focusing on gender biases placed on instruments, the case
studies of Sergeant and Himondes and Hallam, Rogers, and Creech overlook the incorporation of
queer individuals in their research. Part of the lack of representation of queer people within the
studies may be because there were no queer musicians in the orchestras and schools. I believe that
since Sergeant and Himondes’ case study was conducted in 2016, they should have incorporated a
statement in their research about queer individuals to show our field can be inclusive. This

information goes to show that the music field is not as inclusive as I had believed it to be at this
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point in time. Though I concede that the data and surveys completed by Sergeant and Himondes
and Hallam, Rogers, and Creech contain accurate representations of the pre-established gender bias
in instrumentation, I insist that as we move forward as a society, we take gender non-conforming
and gender queer individuals into consideration when conducting research.

The people who have contributed to queerness in research by participating in surveys,
interviews, and research thus far are more than statistics. Each person has their own understanding
and perception of new aspects and events in life due to their ‘lived experience’. In my perception, a
person’s lived experience plays a key role in understanding queerness in music. Though each person
has a different lived experience, by listening to other’s experiences, we can understand what aspects
of being a queer musician may be uncomfortable or difficult. By examining queer musician’s lived
experience, one can have a better understanding of how queerness can affect the musician’s mental
state, performance abilities, and treatment by other professionals in the field. As part of the research
process, I have interviewed trombonist Matthew Nienow and trumpeter Hannah Batsford who are
two brass musicians who identify as queer. Both musicians have had unique, yet similar, interactions
between their queer identity and teaching/performing music.

Matthew Nienow, a current DMA candidate in trombone performance at Stony Brook
University, has had several positive experiences with colleagues and faculty members as a queer
musician. Matthew’s queer identity has rarely interfered with his education and treatment as a
trombonist aside from a disturbing set of experiences with a professor. During our interview,
Matthew shared his story:

“During one of my degrees about ten years ago, 1 struggled to connect with

my private lesson teacher. She would psychoanalyze me during my lessons in
attempts to figure out why we were not connecting. She said that maybe since

it was my first time studying with a female teacher there was a disconnect. She
knew that I identified as a gay man and suggested that we didn’t connect well
because I have “mommy issues”, which she believed that many gay men had...
There were several where she blamed my lack of preparation on my queer lifestyle,
essentially implying that I was going out to gay clubs and every night instead of



practicing. She gave me condoms to prevent me from getting HIV since her gay
brother had passed away from it.”1?

When discussing this incident with Matthew, I could see how this set of interactions had
damaged his social, mental, and academic growth at that point in his life. Though the words and
actions used by Matthew’s teacher were attempting to be used in his best interest, Matthew felt
extremely hurt and confused by these interactions. After Matthew stopped studying with this
teacher, he stepped away from trombone playing for about three years since the wounding
interactions were associated with performing music. After his hiatus, Matthew continued his degree
at another university. He worked on disconnecting this trauma with music. Since then, Matthew has
not had any interactions in the professional and academic world that have hindered his ability to
perform and teach music. Matthew said, “most people in our field are accepting of whoever they
work with, if someone had found out that I am gay, it hasn’t affected my ability to get gigs, gain
more students in my studio, or affect how people view me as a musician” showing that he has not
had any recent experiences of maltreatment due to his gender identity.

As much as Matthew’s numerous positive interactions influence his lived experience as a gay
brass musician, his singular traumatic experience also has an influence. Through Matthew’s lived
experience, we can see that society has progressed in the acceptance and inclusion of queer
individuals in the past ten years as he has had positive interactions with other professionals.
However, the interaction that Matthew had with his private lesson teacher is one that no student
should ever have to have with another person, especially someone who should be viewed as a
supportive mentor. The music field is a small community that thrives on the connections and
support that musicians share with each other as well as the inclusion of diverse music styles and

musicians. The words of Shepherd and Sigg resonate this point: “social identity theory posits that
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membership to social groups serves to enhance and maintain self-esteem.”® This quote stresses that
by being an active participant in the music community, there should be a better sense of self-worth
and self-esteem since there are people to support one another. In Matthew’s situation, this teacher
damaged his self-esteem, creating the opposite effect of what should occur in educational settings.
By viewing these negative interactions of queerness, the next academics and professionals in our
world can establish what should never occur, as well as strive for the respect and safety of all
musicians regardless of their gender identity.

For Master’s trumpet student Hannah Batsford, there have not been instances of
maltreatment by a professor, but there have been several uncomfortable experiences where she feels
she must decide how much of her queer identity she can show. Throughout her studies, Hannah
has never said much about her queer identity. To her, it never felt necessary share that aspect of
herself when unprompted. During our interview, she shared her feelings about releasing this
information depending on her environment:

“Depending on crowd of people I am with determines how comfortable I am

to share my identity. Generally, sharing this type of information with men doesn’t

feel natural and safe for me. I use professionalism as a shield to protect me in educational
and performance setting... it seems necessary until you know your space. For example,

I teach private trumpet students. I never share my identity with their families; I don’t
know my student’s family’s beliefs, but I don’t want to lose a job because I am queer.
Depending on the family, I decide how much of myself I can bring into my teaching.

I have noticed that the acceptance and support of queer musicians is getting a lot better,
but there is still a dichotomy of traditional vs. progressive views.”?!

Although her lived experience has not had any terrible experiences linked to her queerness in
music settings, she still has a lingering feeling of being uncomfortable in new settings, feeling like she
must “tiptoe around people she is with until she gets to know them better.” As per the sentiments

that other queer people have shared with me, including my own experience as a queer person, being
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uncomfortable is a mutual feeling that many queer people may experience whether in old or new
environments. Hannah shared a positive experience that she had with her high school band director.
From what Hannah described in the interview, they were extremely close, particularly during the last

1.2 Hannah mentioned that her band director thanked her since “he saw me

two years of high schoo
comfortably expressing as a queer person and felt comfortable enough to tell his parents that he
identified as queer.”” For Hannah, this experience must have been impactful knowing that she
helped another queer person feel more comfortable in their skin. Hannah’s lived experiences shared
in our interview can assist people who do not identify as queer to have a basic understanding of how
a queer person may feel in any environment. Her experiences can remind everyone to treat people
with kindness regardless of their gender identity since it is impossible to predict how someone may
feel or the experiences that they are going through.

Hannah and Matthew’s lived experiences were shown through their interviews. Although I
conducted two interviews with queer musicians, there is still a long way to go in the inclusion of
queer musicians in scholarly research. Listening to other people’s experience is an important part of
learning and growth, especially in academic settings. If information about queer people is researched
and presented, then the representation of queer people will increase which is pivotal in creating a
safe space for queer musicians in the music world and academic community.

In conclusion, the lack of research that incorporates statistics and data of queer musicians
decreases the amount of queer representation in the pivotal research shaping future generations.
Without this research, those who do not identify as queer may not have a strong understanding of

how queerness can impact a queer person’s ability to create and respond with music. The data

presented in Sergeant and Himondes’ case study, Orchestrated Sex, only contains information
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regarding male and female orchestra members. Perhaps there were only male and female members
in the orchestra, limiting the need to involve queerness within the case study conducted in 2019.
Hallam, Rogers, and Creech’s case study uses the term ‘gender-neutral” when referring to the equal
amount of male and female instrumental students who receive tuition scholarships. I understand the
usage of the term ‘gender-neutral’ was not to highlight students that are gender queer, but it was nice
to see a term familiar to the queer community present in this study from 2008. Perhaps if there was
more research written about queer musicians, more queer musicians would feel accepted by the
community if they were to reveal their true selves to society because they feel represented in the
essential research endeavors and studies. If we had more research discussing queer musicians, maybe
Hannah’s band director would have been able to feel safe to discuss his true self with his parents. If
we had queer representation in research, alongside ways to support queer students and faculty
members, maybe Matthew’s professor would have been able to conceptualize that each queer person
has a different lived experience. With a strong and informative incorporation of queer individuals in
music research, I believe there will be more support of queerness in music settings, a better
understanding of queer lived experiences for those who do not identify as queer, and a diversified

portfolio to create an accepting and all-encompassing research field.
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