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THOUGHTS ON SEXISM IN JAZZ 
 
by Shannon Barnett* 
_______________________________________________ 
 
[Shannon Barnett throws in her thoughts on the debate on equity in the jazz scene. 
This was originally posted on her Facebook page and generated over 600 likes and 
many positive comments. On February 10, 2016 it was posted on jazz.org at this 
link http://jazz.org.au/the-debate-women-in-jazz/.] 
 

obody asked, but here is my two cents worth on the latest discussions 
(particularly in Australia) about women in the music industry. Yes, there are 
problems. They have been there for a long time. They are societal, they are 

entrenched but they are also sometimes quite obvious. 
 

 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
*Shannon Barnett is an Australian trombonist, vocalist and composer, in 2007 she 
was named Young Australian Jazz Artist of the Year at the Australian Jazz Bell 
Awards. She is an important contributor to the Australian music scene, performing 
in ensembles including Vada, The Bamboos, The Black Arm Band, The Vampires, 
the Bennetts Lane Big Band and as a guest with the Andrea Keller Quartet, on the 
2004 ABC Jazz release Angels and Rascals. Barnett has also appeared with the 
Australian Art Orchestra, Barney McAll’s Mother of Dreams and Secrets featuring 
Kurt Rosenwinkel, Charlie Haden, Flap! and the Paul Grabowsky Sextet. She is 
currently in Cologne, Germany, working with the WDR Big Band. Internationally 
she has performed with the likes of Darcy James Argue’s Secret Society, Pedro 
Giraudo, Cyrille Aimée, Cecile McLorin Salvant, the Jon Faddis Jazz Orchestra of 
New York and was a regular member of the Birdland Big Band. Her debut album 
as a leader, entitled Country, on the Which Way Music label was nominated for 
Best Jazz Album in the 2010 AIR Awards and Best Jazz Recording in the 2011 ABC 
Limelight Awards. 
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Shannon Barnett on trombone, performing with the WDR Big Band, Cologne, 
Germany… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN COURTESY FACEBOOK 
 
They have affected me and many other women that I know. There are also many men 
who champion women in the industry (for the right reasons). I have benefited from 
that and so have many other women. 
 
I would like things to change; in fact I think they already are. We are developing as a 
society, but we have a long way to go. I understand that a lot of women are angry, I’m 
just not sure that bringing to light the opinions of individuals and attacking them to 
use as an example is the right way to go about it. Perhaps instead sharing stories and 
experiences and communicating how awful we have felt in those situations is a better 
approach? Men often feel like we’re attacking them and often they don’t know why. 
That’s totally legitimate. If they knew why, I think a lot of them would rethink their 
actions. 
 
Here’s a start: 
 
– I was told when I was 16 that I would have to be better than all of my male 
counterparts, otherwise I would never be booked for a gig. 
 
– I’ve had a male musician that I admire say behind my back that if I got into the 
final of a particular competition, it would be a step back for female musicians. 
 
– I still get hit on in the workplace but then also mocked by colleagues for being hit 
on and shown (unwanted) attention by other musicians, as if they are jealous of the 
attention (?) 
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Barnett: it takes the makeup department three times as long to put crap all over my 
face and do my hair than it does for the male musicians in the band… PHOTO CREDIT 
DESMOND WHITE MUSIC 
 
– At 18 I was ‘groomed’ by an older musician but I kept doing the gigs because I 
wanted to play and I didn’t know what else to do about it. None of the men in the 
band even investigated the situation, or asked me if I was ok, even though they knew 
the guy was in trouble for treating schoolgirls inappropriately. I got a call from a 
detective when I was 27 because they were pressing charges against this guy, but 
none of my testimony counted, because I was of legal age at the time. 
 
– I’ve been late to an on-stage rehearsal for a TV show because it takes the makeup 
department three times as long to put crap all over my face and do my hair than it 
does for the male musicians in the band. 
 
– I used to ‘dress down’ and try to match the drinking prowess of my male 
counterparts as an attempt to stand out less in bands and be taken more seriously. 
 
– I didn’t start singing on gigs until I was about 28 even though I absolutely love it, 
because it was clear if I was also singing in the jazz scene, that I wouldn’t be taken 
seriously as an instrumentalist. 
 
That’s just the very tip of the iceberg. You should hear the stories I’ve heard from 
other female musicians. Anyway, yeah I’m angry too! And I’m sure men have to go 
through awful things too! But I am still part of a minority and if you have ever 
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experienced what that is like, you will know that it is sometimes very lonely and 
isolating. But I don’t blame men and I don’t want to single anyone out (except sex 
creep guy of course, ugh). I just want people to understand how and why things can 
be difficult for women in the industry. 
 

 
 
Barnett: I just want people to understand how and why things can be difficult for 
women in the industry… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN COURTESY FACEBOOK 
 
To end on a positive note, I want to thank Shannon Pittaway, Adrian Jackson, Jordan 
Murray, Adrian Sherriff, Martin Jackson, The Vampires, Aaron Choulai, Eamon 
McNelis, Carlo Barbaro, Rory McDougall, Robert Vincs, Tom Lee, Bryn Hills, 
Barnaby McAll, John Fedchock, Darcy James Argue, Pedro Giraudo, Rajiv 
Jayaweera, Sam Anning, Craig Fermanis, Julien Wilson, Allan Browne, John Scurry, 
Jex Saarelaht, Steve Purcell, Christopher Hale, Ben Hendry, Nashua Lee, Marc 
Hannaford, and Edward Fairlie , Mick Meagher, Matthew Jodrell, Stefan Karl 
Schmid, Brad Henkel, Fabian Arends, David Helm, Dustin Carlson, Paul Grabowsky, 
Mike Finch, for not giving a shit about my gender and helping me develop as a 
musician. There’s plenty more of them, that’s just off the top of my head. 
 
Let me make this clear, partly thanks to Hannah Marjorie Crofts. I congratulate these 
men not because they just turned a blind eye to my gender, but because they believed 
in me as a musician, and whether they know it or not really helped me get through 
some tough times. Dudes, your job is not over! I appreciate the kind words about my 
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music etc, but I stand here as an example of someone who somehow managed to 
make it through the bullshit. 
 
For every example like me, there are a multitude of women and girls who gave up 
music because they were so damaged by sexism in the industry. I know them 
personally. I still speak to them about it. So, yeah, my point is, just because you aren’t 
actively sexist doesn’t mean you aren’t still part of the problem, and thus the 
solution. Look out for and after women, think about the level of diversity in your art 
and music-making and why it is important for people of all backgrounds to have their 
stories heard, their art made and their acceptance in the community understood! 
______________________________________________________ 
 
Comment from Sydney saxophonist Paul Cutlan, February 13, 2016: This is 
certainly not a ‘rant’. I first saw it on Facebook myself and was distressed, although 
not altogether surprised to read of Shannon’s experiences. The negative, arrogant, 
misogynistic, immature and threatening behaviour described is disgusting and 
shameful. As a male jazz musician, even I have from time to time felt uncomfortable 
in the company of certain groups of overtly testosterone driven lads. I am hoping  
 

 
 
Paul Cutlan: the negative, arrogant, misogynistic, immature and threatening 
behaviour described is disgusting and shameful… PHOTO CREDIT TOMAS POKORNY 
 
this culture IS changing as more and more women join the ranks of jazz performers 
in this country. The increasing numbers of talented women in jazz is having a 
positive and invigorating effect on the art, culture, diversity and balance of the 
scene, which should be supported by us all. I would be interested to learn of the 
average experience of women in classical music education and performance. That 
scene has achieved a much healthier gender balance over the last several decades. 
Do women in classical music still have to suffer experiences similar to the trials and 
abuse Shannon and others are describing in jazz? If not, I would hold high hopes 
for the culture within jazz changing as more and more women join the ranks of 
professional players. I would say teachers need to take a leading role in stamping 
out discriminatory and misogynistic attitudes. The young women’s improvisation 
workshops run by SIMA have been a game changer in encouraging women to enter 
the jazz scene. It would be unacceptable if tomorrow’s female jazz performers have 
to put up with the same abuse experienced by today’s ‘pioneers’. 
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