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Listen Through the Body,
Communicate Through Music—
Percussionist Evelyn GLENNIE

Writer /LU Jia-Chen Photo / Jim Callaghan ~ Philipp Rathmer ~ James Wilson

Evelyn Glennie, the first full-time solo percussionist in the west in the 20th century, is not an unfamiliar name to Taiwanese audience.
At the Opening Ceremony of the Taipei 2009 Deaflympics, she performed Yiu-Kwong Chung’s percussion concerto. From the

passionate performance, no one could tell that she is actually hearing-impaired.

Listening to the Music through the Body

Glennie nearly lost her hearing completely at the age of twelve due to an accident. But the loss of hearing made her understand and
connect more deeply with music, which she has always loved. In a music class session, she leaned her hands on the walls and felt the
vibration change with the music through her fingers, wrists and arms. She was very excited and started practicing “listening to music”

every day.

[credit James Wilson]
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“Most people listen with their ears, whereas I listen through my
skin, skull, cheekbones, wrists and fingers,” said Glennie.
Everyone has the ability to perceive vibration throughout their
body. Glennie regards her body as a huge ear — like a resonator
— whereby she feeds sound through. This allows better distribu-
tion of dynamics and attacks rather than overloading her ears.
Listening is about concentration, paying attention and being
present — listening to what is happening in the present rather than

what one learns in the practice room.
“Hearing can be measured medically but listening is an activity

we can all decide to participate in no matter what our hearing

ability is,” said Glennie.

[credit Philipp Rathmer]

Ecstatic Drumbeat (2012)

Taiwan Impression, both Fun and Hot
Glennie has been to Taiwan many times. She loves the vibrancy
of Taiwan. She thinks the audiences are extremely passionate
about the arts and she feels their energy and attentiveness in the
concert halls. Being from Scotland, the humidity and heat is
something she is not used to. “I do remember coming off stage
after having premiered Yiu-Kwong CHUNG’s Concerto for
Percussion and Chinese Orchestra concerto and I was literally
steaming! You could see the steam rise from my whole body!

Never had I felt so hot!” recalled the musician.

Glennie has close relations with the TCO. She expressed her
love of the sound colors, frequencies and attacks from traditional
Chinese instruments as well as the expression and the ability to
manipulate micro-intervals. “There is a sense of fragility and
strength, tenderness and depth, joy and sadness; the emotional
extremes are so wonderful.” In collaboration with the TCO,
Glennie recorded the album Ecstatic Drumbeat, which was

released worldwide.

For Al Genesis, which was scheduled to premiere in April but
cancelled because of the COVID-19 outbreak, Glennie adapted
Vivaldi's Flautino Concerto In C Major (RV443) and interpreted
it with percussion. She feels strongly that this concerto is
suitable for the vibraphone. The 2nd movement can be played
much more slowly on a vibraphone than a recorder due to not
having to breathe in quite the same way. Also, the outer 2 move-
ments can skip along really well and still be light as on a record-
er. She almost believes that Vivaldi wrote this concerto for

vibraphone!

Music as an Ever-Flowing River

All of Glennie’s performing life has been about developing the
solo percussion repertoire. In the recent years, she has been
collaborating and improvising with eclectic musicians. She
discovered that there is much more openness between musical
genres to build bridges rather than be islands. Due to the internet
one can become a better driver of one’s musical ideas; the
internet has given us permission to experiment and be curious

and ultimately gain an audience as well as audience feedback.

For Glennie, being in the music business is like riding a canoe
along a huge river — forever flowing - the landscape, flow and
currents always changing. “There is no such thing as standing

still in this business!”
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