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George Benjamin
Born in 1960, George Benjamin began composing at the age of seven. In 1976 he entered the 
Paris Conservatoire to study with Messiaen, after which he worked with Alexander Goehr at 
King's College, Cambridge. When he was only 20 years old, Ringed by the Flat Horizon was 
played at the BBC Proms by the BBC Symphony Orchestra under Mark Elder. The London 
Sinfonietta and Simon Rattle premiered At First Light two years later.  Antara was commissioned 
for the 10th anniversary of the Pompidou Centre in 1987 and Three Inventions was written for 
the 75th Salzburg Festival in 1995. The London Symphony Orchestra under Pierre Boulez 
premiered Palimpsests in 2002 to mark the opening of ‘By George’, a season-long portrait 
which included the first performance of Shadowlines by Pierre-Laurent Aimard. More recent 
celebrations of Benjamin’s work have taken place at the Southbank Centre in 2012 (as part of 
the UK’s Cultural Olympiad), at the Barbican in 2016 and at the Wigmore Hall in 2019.  The 
last decade has also seen multi-concert retrospectives in San Francisco, Frankfurt, Turin, Milan, 
Aldeburgh, Toronto, Dortmund, New York and at the 2018 Holland Festival. Benjamin’s first 
operatic work Into the Little Hill, written with playwright Martin Crimp, was commissioned in 
2006 by the Festival d'Automne in Paris. Their second collaboration, Written on Skin, 
premiered at the Aix-en-Provence festival in July 2012, has since been scheduled by over 20 
international opera houses, winning as many international awards. Lessons in Love and 
Violence, a third collaboration with Martin Crimp, premiered at the Royal Opera House in 
2018; both works were filmed by BBC television, and a related ’Imagine’ profile on Benjamin 
was broadcast on BBC1 in October 2018. As a conductor Benjamin has a broad repertoire  - 
ranging from Mozart and Schumann to Knussen, Murail and Abrahamsen -  and has conducted 
numerous world premieres, including important works by Rihm, Chin, Grisey and Ligeti.  He 
regularly works with some of the world's leading orchestras, and over the years has developed 
particularly close relationships with the Mahler Chamber Orchestra, Philharmonia Orchestra, 
London Sinfonietta and Ensemble Modern as well as the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra, who 
gave the world premiere of Dream of the Song in September 2015. During the 2018-19 season 
Benjamin was composer-in-residence with the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra/Musikfest and at 
the new Elbphilharmonie in Hamburg. Recent awards include the 2015 Prince Pierre of 
Monaco composition prize (for Written on Skin) and the 2019 Golden Lion Award for lifetime 
achievement from the Venice Biennale. He was made a Commandeur de l’Ordre des Arts et 
des Lettres in 2015, and was knighted in the 2017 Queen's Birthday Honours. He has 
frequently taught and performed at the Tanglewood Festival over the last 20 years, and since 
2001 has been the Henry Purcell Professor of Composition at King’s College, London. His 
works are published by Faber Music and are recorded on Nimbus Records. 
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Krisztina Szabó, Mezzo-soprano
Krisztina Szabó has become highly sought in North America and Europe as an artist of supreme
musicianship and stagecraft. For her performances of Ottavia in L'incoronazione di Poppea the 
Chicago Tribune wrote, "Krisztina Szabó stole every scene with her powerful, mahogany voice 
and deeply poignant immersion in the empress' plight." In addition to her 2018 Royal Opera 
House debut in George Benjamin’s Lessons in Love and Violence, she has sung in his earlier  
opera Into the Little Hill with Mahler Chamber Orchestra at Musikfest Berlin, with the composer 
conducting; and Written on Skin with Toronto Symphony Orchestra, Holland Festival, and 
Opera Philadelphia. Career highlights include performances of leading roles with Canadian 
Opera Company, Vancouver Opera, Mostly Mozart Festival in New York, San Francisco Opera, 
Caramoor Summer Music Festival, and Wexford Festival Opera; and as soloist with St. Louis 
Symphony Orchestra, Atlanta Symphony Orchestra, Baltimore Symphony Orchestra, Chicago’s 
Music of the Baroque, Les Violons du Roy, Tafelmusik Baroque Orchestra, Canada’s National 
Arts Centre Orchestra, and Royal Scottish National Orchestra.

Andri Björn Róbertsson, Bass-Baritone
Icelandic bass-baritone Andri Björn Róbertsson studied at the Reykjavik Academy of Singing 
and Vocal Arts, Royal Academy of Music and National Opera Studio, London. He was also a 
member of the International Opera Studio in Zürich. Formerly a Harewood Artist with English 
National Opera and an HSBC Laureate of the Academie de Festival d’Aix en Provence, his 
operatic credits include Figaro in Le nozze di Figaro (Icelandic Opera), Speaker/Second Priest 
in Die Zauberflöte, Priest/Pan/He in King Arthur (Opera  Zürich), Angelotti in Tosca, Lord 
Krishna in Satyagraha and Theseus in A Midsummer Night’s Dream (ENO), Angelotti 
(Llangollen with Orchestra of Welsh National Opera),  Superintendent Budd in Albert Herring 
(The Grange Festival), Bass in Trauernacht (Aix en Provence, Paris, Valence, Arras Douai, 
Amsterdam, Lisbon, Moscow), Craftsman in The Commission and Barman/Hunter 
Gracchus/Policeman in Café Kafka (Royal Opera House, Opera North and Aldeburgh Music). 
Andri is a keen recitalist and has performed at the Oxford Lieder Festival, Icelandic Opera and 
Salurinn, Kópavogur in Reykjavik, the Festival d’Aix en Provence and L’Opéra de Lille. He is 
also a Samling Artist. 
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GEORGE BENJAMIN

LESSONS IN LOVE 
AND VIOLENCE

Opera in Two Parts

TEXT BY MARTIN CRIMP

Co-commissioned and co-produced by the
 Royal Opera Covent Garden London, Dutch National Opera Amsterdam,

Staatsoper Hamburg, Opéra de Lyon, Lyric Opera of Chicago, 
Gran Teatre del Liceu, Barcelona and Teatro Real Madrid. Editions Faber Music Ltd

The first performance was given by The Royal Opera, Covent Garden, 
conducted by the composer, at the Royal Opera House, London, on 10 May 2018

Katie Mitchell (stage direction)  Vicki Mortimer (sets and costumes) 
James Farncombe (lighting)  Joseph Alford (movement) 

For the Amsterdam performances Robin Tebbutt (assistant director)  
William de Bordes (assistant conductor)  Bretton Brown (repetiteur)

Rights administered worldwide by Faber Music Ltd 
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KING  

ISABEL, his wife  

GAVESTON, his advisor and intimate friend / 
STRANGER   

MORTIMER, his chief military expert  

BOY, an adolescent, son of ISABEL and KING / 
later - YOUNG KING 

 
WITNESS 1 / SINGER 1 / WOMAN 1  

WITNESS 2 / SINGER 2 / WOMAN 2  

WITNESS 3 / MADMAN 

Stéphane Degout 
 
Barbara Hannigan
 
Gyula Orendt 
 

Peter Hoare 
 
Samuel Boden 

 
Jennifer France 
 
Krisztina Szabó 
 
Andri Björn Róbertsson 

Netherlands Radio Philharmonic Orchestra

conducted by George Benjamin

THE PERFORMERS
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Samuel Boden, Tenor
British tenor Samuel Boden began his professional career as a chef before studying at Trinity 
Laban Conservatoire. His opera engagements include The Royal Opera, Covent Garden; 
Glyndebourne, Dutch National Opera, Theater St Gallen, Nederlandse Reisopera and Pinchgut 
Opera. Samuel has appeared with many highly-regarded period ensembles as well as sympho-
ny and chamber orchestras: the Bavarian Radio Symphony Orchestra / Giovanni Antonini; 
Rotterdam Philharmonic / Natalie Stutzmann ; Gabrieli Consort / Paul McCreesh; Royal 
Northern Sinfonia / Thomas Zehetmair; Scottish Chamber Orchestra / Harry Bicket; Les Arts 
Florissants / William Christie and Arcangelo / Jonathan Cohen; BBC Symphony Orchestra / Sir 
Andrew Davis, John Storgards, Sakari Oramo and Giancarlo Guerro; Frankfurt Radio Orchestra 
/ Emmanuelle Haïm; Collegium Vocale Gent / Philippe Herreweghe; Wiener Akademie / Martin  
Haselböck, Salzburg Camerata / Teodor Currentzis, Ensemble Pygmalion / Raphaël Pichon; Les 
Musiciens du Louvre / Marc Minkowski with the Early Opera Company / Christian Curnyn, 
Monteverdi Choir / John Eliot Gardiner. His growing discography includes discs of Monteverdi, 
Charpentier, Daniel Purcell, Rameau, Bach alongside Berlioz, Tansy Davies and Alec Roth. His 
plans include Gluck in Moscow, Handel in Vienna, Oslo and Warsaw and opera débuts in 
Karlsruhe, Hamburg, Lyon, Barcelona and Madrid.

Jennifer France, Soprano
Winner of the 2018 Critics’ Circle Emerging Talent (Voice) Award, Jennifer France has excelled 
as Handel’s Semele at the Badisches Staatstheater Karlsruhe, Mozart’s Susanna for Garsington 
Opera at Wormsley and as Richard Strauss’ Zerbinetta for the Nederlandse Reisopera. However, 
she has also consolidated an outstanding achievement in Contemporary Music with her 
performances as Ophelia in Brett Dean’s Hamlet for Glyndebourne On Tour, The Controller in 
Jonathan Dove’s Flight and Ice in the première of Stuart MacRae’s Anthropocene for Scottish 
Opera and the UK première of Pascal Dusapin’s Passion leading to her debut at the 2019 
Salzburg Festival in Dusapin’s Medeamaterial. She gave the première of Brett Dean’s And Once 
I Played Ophelia with the Swedish Chamber Orchestra, and her regular concert engagements 
have also included performances at the BBC Proms and the Three Choirs Festival, as well as 
with the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra, the Hallé, the Huddersfield Choral Society, 
the London Handel Orchestra, the London Mozart Players, La Nuova Musica, the Orchestra of 
Opera North, the Royal Scottish National Orchestra, the Orchestre de Chambre de Paris and 
the Israel Camerata.
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Gyula Orendt, Baritone
Born in 1985 in Transylvania, he studied singing at the Franz Liszt Conservatory, Budapest. He 
is a triple prizewinner of the Francisco Viñas Competition (2010) and since 2013 a member of 
Berlin State Opera. Appearances include Papageno, Rossini’s Figaro, Thésée in Hippolyte et 
Aricie, Zurga in Les Pêcheurs de perles, Harlequin in Ariadne auf Naxos, Schaunard and Jan in 
Beat Furrer’s Violetter Schnee, Don Giovanni (Berlin State Opera), Monteverdi’s Orfeo (Royal 
Opera at the Roundhouse, Salle Pleyel Paris), Mozart’s Conte Almaviva (Liceu, Barcelona, 
Glyndebourne Festival, Deutsche Oper am Rhein, Hungarian State Opera) Guglielmo in Così 
fan tutte (Royal Opera, Bayerische Staatsoper Munich, Den Norske Opera Oslo) and Nardo in 
La finta giardiniera (Glyndebourne Festival). Gyula Orendt has performed George Benjamin's 
concert repertoire amongst others with the Royal Stockholm Philharmonic Orchestra and 
Orchestre Philharmonique de Radio France. Concert appearances also include Ein deutsches 
Requiem with the Barcelona Symphony Orchestra, Des Knaben Wunderhorn with Concerto 
Budapest and Recitals at Hungarian State Opera Budapest, Berlin State Opera and 
Elbphilharmonie Hamburg.

Peter Hoare, Tenor
Peter’s operatic roles include Captain Vere Billy Budd (Den Norske Opera), Sapkin From the 
House of the Dead (Theatre de la Monnaie, Brussels), Fatty Rise and Fall of the City of 
Mahagonny and Larry King Anna Nicole (Royal Opera), Laca Jen fa, Zinovy Lady Macbeth of 
Mtsensk, Faust The Damnation of Faust and Hermann Queen of Spades (English National 
Opera), Hauptmann Wozzeck (Metropolitan Opera) and Sharikov A Dog’s Heart (Die 
Nationale Opera, Amsterdam, La Scala, English National Opera and Opéra de Lyon). On the 
concert platform Peter has appeared with the Berlin Philharmonic and Sir Simon Rattle in John 
Adams’ The Gospel According to the Other Mary and Berlioz Romeo et Juliette, and performed 
Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde with Daniel Harding and the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra. 
At the BBC Proms he has sung Schoenberg’s Gurrelieder with the London Symphony Orchestra 
and Tippett’s A Child of Our Time with the BBC National Orchestra of Wales. Peter’s 
discography includes The Gospel According to the Other Mary (Rattle/Berlin Philharmonic), 
Master of Ceremonies in Britten’s Gloriana (Charles Mackerras/Decca Records), Tichon Kat’a 
Kabanová (Carlo Rizzi/Chandos), Bardolfo Falstaff (Colin Davis/Chandos) and Leonard 
Meryll Yeomen of the Guard (Charles Mackerras/WNO). 
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 Disc 1 - PART 1

 Scene 1
1 ‘It’s nothing to do with loving a man’
2 ‘Not when you grip my neck’
3 ‘Don’t call him nothing’

 Scene 2
4 ‘Who are these people, Mortimer?’
5 ‘My husband died’
6 ‘Bring me a cup of vinegar’
7 ‘Why do the poor sleep three in a bed’

 Scene 3
8 ‘How can I love you?’
9 ‘Here - look - is my baby king’
10 ‘Please, everyone be seated’

 Scene 4
11 ‘I’m cold. I was dreaming’
12 ‘Why should you love him, tell me?’
13 ‘Then stay in the dark’

 Disc 2 - PART 2

 Scene 5
1 ‘D’you like dogs’
2 ‘Let the man in’
3 ‘When a man will be cut into pieces’

 Scene 6
4 ‘Drumming - I can hear drumming’
5 ‘Oh, I am a bad person’
6 ‘Take it, Mortimer’
7 ‘Here - look, is the living king’
8 ‘Why do I feel nothing’

 Scene 7
9 ‘What is the music?’
10 ‘Let me explain to you the entertainment’

Recorded by Dutch National Opera in performance June/July 2018
Production team : Music Director Lodewijk Collette 

Recording & editing engineer Michiel Jansen Sound engineer Hans Slotboom

Issued under exclusive licence from Dutch National Opera
c 2019 Wyastone Estate Limited © 2019 Wyastone Estate Limited

Cover photo by Hans van den Bogaard courtesy of Dutch National Opera

www.wyastone.co.uk
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SYNOPSIS
PART ONE

SCENE 1

At a time of famine and war, Mortimer, the King's military chief, is trying to persuade the 
King to end his damaging relationship with Gaveston, his lover and intimate friend. 
Mortimer argues that it's unacceptable for the King to spend money on - for example - 
poetry and music for Gaveston, while people starve. He also questions the wisdom of 
forming relationships - whether with men or with women - based on love, rather than 
political expediency. But the King refuses to listen.

Gaveston provokes a crisis, claiming that Mortimer is motivated by envy and a thirst for 
power. He demands that Mortimer be punished - and stripped of his rank and property.

Aware of the danger of humiliating Mortimer, the King hesitates. But when Gaveston plays 
his trump card by directly challenging Mortimer to accept his physical intimacy with the 
King, Mortimer is forced to silently acknowledge that it fills him with disgust.

This infuriates the King who - despite his wife Isabel's attempt to intervene - takes away 
Mortimer's rank and property exactly as Gaveston has demanded.

SCENE 2

Some months later Mortimer, who has been gathering evidence of disaffection and civil 
unrest, has a secret meeting with Isabel, to which he brings witnesses.

Each of these has a story to tell, which Mortimer hopes will persuade Isabel that Gaveston 
is a political liability and needs to be destroyed.

The witnesses claim that while their families have starved, Gaveston has stolen their property

- complain that each of Gaveston's musical entertainments costs more than they earn in a 
year - and report that the sexual conduct of the King and his entourage is a source of 
satirical speculation.

Isabel claims she understands what the witnesses have suffered, but tells them they are 
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Stéphane Degout, Baritone
Stéphane Degout studied at the CNSM, Lyon, and was a member of Opéra de Lyon. He made 
his operatic debut in 1999 at the Aix-en-Provence Festival. Since then he has sung for such 
companies as Paris Opéra, Royal Opera House Covent Garden, Berlin State Opera, La Monnaie, 
Theater an der Wien, Lyric Opera of Chicago, Metropolitan Opera, La Scala, Teatro Real, and 
Bavarian State Opera, and at the Salzburg, Glyndebourne and Ravinia festivals. His repertory 
includes Thésée Hippolyte et Aricie, Hercule Alceste, Oreste Iphigénie en Tauride, Count 
Almaviva, Valentin Faust, Raimbaud Le Comte Ory, Wolfram Tannhäuser, Albert Werther, 
Rodrigue Don Carlos, Chorèbe Les Troyens, the title roles in Hamlet, Monteverdi’s Orfeo and 
Ulisse, and Pelléas & Mélisande.  His dedication to the art has seen him create numerous 
operatic roles in works such as Benoît Mernier’s La Dispute and Philippe Boesmans’ Au monde 
and Pinocchio. Stéphane Degout is renowned for his highly sensitive interpretations of French 
melody and German Lied. He has worked under the guidance of Ruben Lifschitz and has toured 
internationally. Alongside several DVD opera recordings, he has recently recorded CDs with B 
Records ‘Histoires Naturelles’ and Harmonia Mundi ‘Enfers’, ‘Harmonie du Soir’ and Berlioz’ 
Les Nuits d’Eté, all of which have been awarded.

Barbara Hannigan, Soprano
Barbara Hannigan is a soprano and conductor, whose artistic colleagues include directors and 
conductors Christoph Marthaler, Sir Simon Rattle, Sasha Waltz, Kent Nagano, Vladimir 
Jurowski, John Zorn, Andreas Kriegenburg, Andris Nelsons, Reinbert de Leeuw, David Zinman, 
Antonio Pappano, Katie Mitchell, Kirill Petrenko and Krszysztof Warlikowski. As a singer and 
conductor, or both simultaneously, she has given world premiere performances of over 85 new 
works. Hannigan’s first album as singer and conductor, Crazy Girl Crazy (Alpha Classics, 2017), 
featuring works by Berio, Berg and Gershwin, won her the 2018 Grammy Award for Best 
Classical Solo Vocal album, the 2018 Opus Klassik for Best Solo Vocal Performance, and the 
2018 JUNO Award for Classical Album of the Year. Further awards include Singer of the Year 
(Opernwelt, 2013); Musical Personality of the Year (Syndicat de la Presse Francaise, 2012); and 
the Rolf Schock Prize for Musical Arts (2018). She holds honorary doctorates from the 
University of Toronto and Mt Allison University, and was appointed to the Order of Canada in 
2016.
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“People die in the opera, yes. But dying is part of life. You could 
say that when the King meets Gaveston, he actually meets death, 
Thanatos – or fate – or even Ananke, the ancient Greek god of 
Necessity or Inevitability. We will all have that encounter, 
although we find that a bit uncomfortable to talk about nowadays. 
You could also say that death in the opera takes shape in a 
transcendental way, especially when you consider the brutally 
explicit way in which the King comes to an end in Marlowe’s 
original play.” 

In Marlowe’s Edward II: The troublesome reign and lamentable death of Edward the second 
King of England, with the tragical fall of proud Mortimer, the King’s infamous death impaled 
on a red hot poker is an image that would be difficult to reconcile with George Benjamin’s 
ultra-refined sound world.

Is the singability of a text a parameter for Crimp? 

“No,” he says. “That is a problem for George to solve. He will never send back a text for that 
reason.”  “On the contrary,” says Benjamin. “I thrive on those kind of challenges, because 
they may lead to solutions I wouldn’t have thought of otherwise.”

“What he needs most of all is a text with a clear story with a direction,” say Crimp. “The 
idiom of contemporary music is difficult enough for the listener, he once said, and I think 
that's right. So I want to be transparent, while maintaining mystery and without becoming 
demonstrative.”

What’s next for George Benjamin? Leaning back to enjoy the success is certainly not an 
option. He is in a hurry. “I still have so many ideas for pieces that I can’t wait to start 
something new again. Other composers had written so many more operas than I have at 
my age! I have some serious catching-up to do.” 

So yes, another opera is the making. Number four. By Benjamin and Crimp. The world is 
waiting.

Erik Voermans
(The interviews with Benjamin and Crimp were conducted in London, May 2017.)
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naïve if they think there's a simple equation between a musical performance and wage-
labour.

Finally - unable to suppress her anger - she has them thrown out.

She has however fully absorbed Mortimer's lesson. She accepts the necessity of eliminating 
Gaveston to restore political stability, and reluctantly agrees to help Mortimer destroy him.

SCENE 3

Inside the auditorium of a private theatre Gaveston and the King are waiting for a musical 
entertainment to begin.

The King asks Gaveston to predict his future - how will he die? - will it be slow or sudden?

- and, most importantly, how will he, Gaveston, figure in that death? Gaveston's reply is a 
tender statement that his own life and the King's are one and the same.

Now Isabel enters with the rest of the invited audience and asks Gaveston to sit beside her.

The music begins: two singers sing a setting from the Old Testament of David's famous 
lament for Jonathan, which moves Gaveston to tears.

But during the concert Mortimer appears, and Gaveston realises he's walked into a trap. 
The King stops the music and repeatedly calls for Mortimer's arrest, but nobody in the 
audience moves. Instead it is Gaveston who is seized and taken away.

To his great humiliation, the King realises he no longer has the authority either to rule or 
to protect the man he loves.

SCENE 4

The King, unable to sleep, holds a letter informing him that Gaveston has been murdered. 
Isabel tries to comfort him - but in a trance-like state, and numbed by grief, he continues 
to dwell on his failure to save his friend.

In frustration, Isabel turns away, but when the King accuses her of hiding her feelings, she 
turns back to him in tears. She points out that she has never hidden anything from him - 
not her body - not her opinions - not her love. He - she claims - is the one who has 
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deliberately poisoned their relationship through his obsession with another man.

Ignoring her, the King now begins to obsess about Mortimer and his associates, threatening 
to instigate a bloody civil war. Isabel realises that her husband has lost not only his political 
allies but his political judgement too - and even perhaps his sanity. She therefore tells him 
that she's going to take their son - the future king - to Mortimer, since Mortimer at least will 
be able to protect the boy.

The King still seems numb and makes no attempt to oppose her.

Left on his own, the King starts to re-read the letter describing Gaveston's brutal murder, 
obsessing over the phrases that seem to confirm to him Gaveston's fearlessness in the face 
of death.

PART TWO
SCENE 5

Isabel and her children are now installed in Mortimer's house, and Isabel and Mortimer 
are planning to depose the King and install Isabel's son - still a child, who they believe they 
can control - in his father's place.

The scene begins playfully with the adults promising gifts to the boy. But it then 
materialises that to prepare him to be king, they have devised for him a cruel lesson in 
statecraft.

A Madman is brought in who claims that his cat has told him that he - the Madman - is the 
true king. The boy's task is to interrogate the Madman and decide what to do with him.

The boy listens to the evidence and says that since the Madman is clearly just that - mad 
-he believes they should be merciful. But Mortimer over-rules him, insisting realpolitik 
dictates that any kind of threat to the royal succession deserves the harshest penalty.

In front of the child, Mortimer strangles the Madman while Isabel forces him to watch. The 
child is deeply disturbed, and begs for mercy. When he asks if it's true that his father is 
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the nucleus of their massive dramatic potential and power. It’s always been there too, even 
in his very earliest masterly pieces like Ringed by the Flat Horizon (1980) and At First Light 
(1982), both written before he was 23. The composer of music drama was already present 

– he just didn’t realise it yet.

Dying is part of life

To what extent was Lessons in Love and Violence a natural progression from Written on 
Skin? 

Martin Crimp: “As a writer I found that I had reached extreme 
limits in Written on Skin, for example in the alienating use of 
self-narration (‘I'm not the woman, says the woman’). I wanted to 
avoid that this time, because otherwise it would become a 
mannerism. Another change is that the choruses, which in Into 
the Little Hill and Written on Skin played the role of crowds, as in 
Bach’s passions, but with only two singers, have changed in 
Lessons into a group of individuals. There are twenty people on 
stage, eight of whom sing. I also think Lessons contains even less 
text that could be seen as non-thematic. It's all more to the point.”

The text is about distrust, power and abuse of power, violence and the absence of real love. 
It’s pretty bleak, says the reporter. Crimp does not agree, says Crimp. He sees a lot of 
tenderness between the two men, the King and his lover Gaveston, and between the King 
and his wife. 

“Don't forget: it’s a tragedy. In tragedies bad things happen. People 
die. You could say the same thing about Macbeth. He murders, 
he arranges murders, and is himself executed at the end. I don’t 
think anyone speaks of pitch black there. And because of the 
language it has an almost comforting, liberating quality. That is 
the beauty of tragedies. They are safe havens, where you can 
confront the darkest things, always knowing that it’s just a game. 
Pitch black is a value judgement that is of little relevance to a 
work of art.”
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Skin. In Written on Skin the melodic writing suggests a stronger immediate memorability, 
the orchestra repeatedly plays shorter, more folkloristic, more primitive phrases, related to 
its medieval subject matter, which are not there in Lessons in Love and Violence. But after 
repeated hearings, it becomes clear that Lessons in Love and Violence is an equally brilliant 
piece. 

This time Crimp has omitted all meta-theatricality (the characters no longer sing about 
themselves in the third person singular) and he has written a linear text that (despite his 
claims to the contrary) is indeed even blacker than Macbeth. Whereas the new king 
Malcolm in Macbeth promises better times after all the bloodiness, in Lessons, following 
the death of the King and his male beloved Gaveston, they seem further away from love 
than ever. Listening to the staggering, shivering closing lines, the son, the Young King, 
seems to have learned a lot more from the lessons on ‘violence’.

The cast, with impressive leading roles for baritone Stéphane Degout as the King, baritone 
Gyula Orendt as Gaveston, tenor Peter Hoare as Mortimer and the ever agile soprano 
Barbara Hannigan as the opportunistic Queen Isabel, is bathed in the luxury of the fact that 
all the melodies they are given were completely tailored to the range of their voices by the 
composer. These are the voices for which Benjamin wrote his notes. One cannot come any 
closer to the intentions of the composer who invented it all, especially since he also 
happens to be the conductor on this recording. A rare treat.

Benjamin’s music, so brilliantly orchestrated that one hardly notices the permanently 
present grades and shades of dissonance, is in this piece characterised by an emotional 
inclemency, for which the word ‘eerie’ exists in the English language. Think of Britten’s The 
Turn of the Screw, but Benjamin is even more chilling. He almost constantly builds up his 
entire sound world from a nightmarish pianissimo, (note the important role played by the 
cimbalom), except in the transition music to the final scene, in which flames burst out of 
the orchestra across the full width of the pit.

What makes the music of Benjamin exceptional and great is that it defies engrained notions 
of atonalitity/tonality. It offers the ear, and the brain, room to process precisely worked out 
accumulations of overtones which may give his harmonies just enough of a tonal hue, a 
tonal feel, for them to be accessible – understandable in an intuitive way. And there lies 
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now in prison, Isabel sends him out of the room.

Isabel now wants to know how Mortimer intends to get the crown from her husband. 
When he claims that he can persuade the King by logical argument, she presses him to 
explain what will happen afterwards - how exactly will her son become king? - the 
unspoken implication being that first her husband will have to die.

Finally Mortimer allows Isabel to seduce him - at the same time tacitly consenting to have 
the King murdered.

SCENE 6

Mortimer has gone to the King in prison to persuade him in front of witnesses to give up 
the crown.

The King, although confused and experiencing hallucinations, is humble in front of the 
witnesses and admits that he has been at fault - but for Mortimer, he shows total contempt. 
Not only does he refuse to abdicate, but deliberately taunts Mortimer about his own 
sexuality.

Mortimer rages against the King's moral degeneracy and instructs the witnesses to record 
that the King is mentally unsound. He drives home his point that if the King won't pass the 
crown to his son now, the succession will be permanently broken and there is no 
guarantee the boy will ever be king.

The King bows to Mortimer's inexorable logic. He surrenders the crown and Mortimer 
takes it away.

*

Two women now announce that a man is waiting to see the King. Although the King 
realises the man must have come to murder him, he tells them to let him in.

A Stranger appears and stands in the shadows. When the King asks him who he is, he steps 
into the light. The King is disturbed because he believes that the person he is seeing in front 
of him is Gaveston, but the Stranger continues to deny this.

When the King repeatedly asks the Stranger to tell him how he will die, the Stranger takes 
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his hand and reads from it an increasingly nightmarish summary of his life, before 
informing him that he - the King - is already dead.

The King refuses to accept this. In a state of terror and exaltation he begs the Stranger to 
love him and bring him back to life.

SCENE 7

Back in the private theatre of the third scene, Isabel waits with her son - now the Young 
King - for a performance to begin. They are both in mourning.

Isabel asks if there will be music - but the Young King replies that he has forbidden music, 
and that when the curtain rises, there will simply be 'an entertainment'. The atmosphere 
between mother and son grows increasingly tense as she accuses him of childishness, and 
he reminds her he's a king, not a child.

The Young King now begins to explain the background to the entertainment his mother is 
about to watch. As he speaks, it becomes clearer and clearer to Isabel that the story is 
precisely the story of her own conspiracy with Mortimer to murder the King, her husband. 
As her fear and discomfort grow, and she demands to know what has happened to 
Mortimer, an invited audience silently begin to take their seats.

The Young King explains that Mortimer has been arrested and condemned - and that, in 
the interests of justice and political stability, the entertainment they are about to watch will 
be the execution of the man responsible for killing his father.

M.C.
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Maximum transparency

As in their previous operas, Lessons in Love and Violence again lacks the classical overture. 
After four introductory bars, the evil genius Mortimer (who will come to a horrible end) spits 
his first sentences into the audience: ‘It's nothing to do with loving a man. It's love full stop 
that is poison.’ 

Benjamin: “Mortimer is arguing with the King. We fall in the middle of it, so there is no 
overture. It's drama! That's how I want it. I want to grab people right away. 

What is also missing (again) is a chorus. “Yes, I know,” says Benjamin. 

“I have to think about that, because what’s so useful about a chorus 
is that you can have the full orchestra playing a sustained 
fortissimo at the same time as the singing. My hesitation is both 
intelligibility of text and the purity of sound. Often they wobble 
and I find that hard to accept, as I strive for maximum 
transparency. The moments when the Lessons orchestra really 
plays out are rare. I love choirs, but it is so terribly difficult to write 
for them. In a non-diatonic idiom you need a lot of space between 
the individual notes, otherwise it immediately becomes muddy. In 
the third movement of Dream of the Song (a piece Benjamin wrote 
for Bejun Mehta, the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra and a 
women’s choir) the countertenor joins the female voices in a 
polyphony which is far from simple – and those six minutes of 
music cost me almost six months!”

“The text of Lessons is dark, certainly, but that doesn’t apply to all 
of my music. There is much light in it, I hope, and many 
contrasted colours. But it is spooky. I love ghostlyness! I have all 
my life. The first piece I ever tried to write - I was nine - was 
entitled ‘Ulysses in the Land of the Dead’. I’ve never told anyone 
that before.”

At first hearing Lessons in Love and Violence seems to be less accessible than Written on 
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In Written on Skin, according to a timeless recipe, two men fight over one woman. Opera 
number three Lessons in Love and Violence is less easy to summarize. Benjamin and Crimp 
have taken a next step, but perhaps not in the neo-expressionist direction that many might 
have expected.

“Martin and I didn't want to make Written on Skin No. 2,” says George Benjamin. 

“And by the way, I was truly surprised by its apparent success. The 
piece has already been performed under the direction of more 
than a dozen different conductors, something which I find rather 
incredible. But that did not inhibit or intimidate me. I love opera 
very much and I would love to write more, almost desperately, 
because I started very late. At the time of Into the Little Hill I was 
already 46! I spent 26 months on Lessons in Love and Violence, 
exactly as long as Written on Skin. Both last about 90 minutes, 
although Lessons in Love and Violence contains more notes, and 
it uses a larger orchestra – 70 musicians.”

“When I started Lessons, whatever I had done for Written on Skin 
felt no longer relevant. I could let go of it all. The form is different, 
the scenes are longer and it is darker. The big challenge was to 
write extended duets for two low male voices, of which there are 
not many models.”

Those low voices are from the King and Gaveston, the King’s lover. Both will end badly, 
as did The Boy and Agnès in Written on Skin and the little child of the Minister and his 
wife in Into the Little Hill.

“Of course it ends badly,” says writer Martin Crimp. “It’s a tragedy. In this case I have 
obviously been influenced by the drama of the Elizabethan era in England. If I may recall 
Shakespeare’s Macbeth, in which almost everyone dies, I think Lessons is not that bad.”
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Lessons in Love and Violence, the third opera by George Benjamin and Martin Crimp

‘I LOVE GHOSTLINESS!’

Don Giovanni is by Mozart. La Traviata is by Verdi. Elektra is by Strauss. Lorenzo da Ponte, 
Francesco Piave and Hugo von Hofmannsthal, who wrote the respective texts, are usually 
only mentioned on page two of the programme books. 

Not so with Lessons in Love and Violence, the third opera that the British composer George 
Benjamin has made with the equally British writer Martin Crimp. Benjamin insists that his 
collaborator be mentioned just as prominently as he is, because he would never have 
written those operas if Crimp hadn’t appeared in his life.

Why Crimp made him an inspired opera composer is easy to understand. Crimp's texts are 
as clear, poetic, dark and charged as they are ambiguous and mysterious. And they scream 
to be resonated, lit and illuminated by music. George Benjamin’s music. After a gestation 
period of 20 years their operatic first-born was, Into the Little Hill (2006), based on the 
famous German folk fairy tale Der Rattenfänger von Hameln - on the very first English 
version, from 1605, called The Pied Piper of Hamelin by Richard Verstegan to be precise. 

Into the Little Hill is, just like The Pied Piper, quite a disturbing tale. With two vocal soloists 
and a small chamber ensemble the scoring was modest, but highly original, with the 
ear-prickling combination of piccolo, flute, bass flute, two basset horns, contrabass clarinet, 
cimbalom, banjo, mandolin, two cornets, trombone and strings. The musical power of 
expression they unleashed was anything but modest. 

Their second opera, Written on Skin, was nothing less than a masterpiece. It was performed 
almost 100 times within five years of its premiere in Aix-en-Provence in 2012, a number 
that was only achieved in the last century by composers such as Schreker, Strauss and 
Puccini and Britten, and in more avant-garde circles only by Alban Berg (Wozzeck), Max 
Brand (Maschinist Hopkins), Ernst Krenek (Jonny spielt auf) and Shostakovich (Lady 
Macbeth of Mtsensk). After the Second World War, only John Adams (Nixon in China) may 
come close.
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have taken a next step, but perhaps not in the neo-expressionist direction that many might 
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piece has already been performed under the direction of more 
than a dozen different conductors, something which I find rather 
incredible. But that did not inhibit or intimidate me. I love opera 
very much and I would love to write more, almost desperately, 
because I started very late. At the time of Into the Little Hill I was 
already 46! I spent 26 months on Lessons in Love and Violence, 
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it uses a larger orchestra – 70 musicians.”
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his hand and reads from it an increasingly nightmarish summary of his life, before 
informing him that he - the King - is already dead.

The King refuses to accept this. In a state of terror and exaltation he begs the Stranger to 
love him and bring him back to life.

SCENE 7

Back in the private theatre of the third scene, Isabel waits with her son - now the Young 
King - for a performance to begin. They are both in mourning.

Isabel asks if there will be music - but the Young King replies that he has forbidden music, 
and that when the curtain rises, there will simply be 'an entertainment'. The atmosphere 
between mother and son grows increasingly tense as she accuses him of childishness, and 
he reminds her he's a king, not a child.

The Young King now begins to explain the background to the entertainment his mother is 
about to watch. As he speaks, it becomes clearer and clearer to Isabel that the story is 
precisely the story of her own conspiracy with Mortimer to murder the King, her husband. 
As her fear and discomfort grow, and she demands to know what has happened to 
Mortimer, an invited audience silently begin to take their seats.

The Young King explains that Mortimer has been arrested and condemned - and that, in 
the interests of justice and political stability, the entertainment they are about to watch will 
be the execution of the man responsible for killing his father.

M.C.
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Maximum transparency

As in their previous operas, Lessons in Love and Violence again lacks the classical overture. 
After four introductory bars, the evil genius Mortimer (who will come to a horrible end) spits 
his first sentences into the audience: ‘It's nothing to do with loving a man. It's love full stop 
that is poison.’ 

Benjamin: “Mortimer is arguing with the King. We fall in the middle of it, so there is no 
overture. It's drama! That's how I want it. I want to grab people right away. 

What is also missing (again) is a chorus. “Yes, I know,” says Benjamin. 

“I have to think about that, because what’s so useful about a chorus 
is that you can have the full orchestra playing a sustained 
fortissimo at the same time as the singing. My hesitation is both 
intelligibility of text and the purity of sound. Often they wobble 
and I find that hard to accept, as I strive for maximum 
transparency. The moments when the Lessons orchestra really 
plays out are rare. I love choirs, but it is so terribly difficult to write 
for them. In a non-diatonic idiom you need a lot of space between 
the individual notes, otherwise it immediately becomes muddy. In 
the third movement of Dream of the Song (a piece Benjamin wrote 
for Bejun Mehta, the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra and a 
women’s choir) the countertenor joins the female voices in a 
polyphony which is far from simple – and those six minutes of 
music cost me almost six months!”

“The text of Lessons is dark, certainly, but that doesn’t apply to all 
of my music. There is much light in it, I hope, and many 
contrasted colours. But it is spooky. I love ghostlyness! I have all 
my life. The first piece I ever tried to write - I was nine - was 
entitled ‘Ulysses in the Land of the Dead’. I’ve never told anyone 
that before.”

At first hearing Lessons in Love and Violence seems to be less accessible than Written on 
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Skin. In Written on Skin the melodic writing suggests a stronger immediate memorability, 
the orchestra repeatedly plays shorter, more folkloristic, more primitive phrases, related to 
its medieval subject matter, which are not there in Lessons in Love and Violence. But after 
repeated hearings, it becomes clear that Lessons in Love and Violence is an equally brilliant 
piece. 

This time Crimp has omitted all meta-theatricality (the characters no longer sing about 
themselves in the third person singular) and he has written a linear text that (despite his 
claims to the contrary) is indeed even blacker than Macbeth. Whereas the new king 
Malcolm in Macbeth promises better times after all the bloodiness, in Lessons, following 
the death of the King and his male beloved Gaveston, they seem further away from love 
than ever. Listening to the staggering, shivering closing lines, the son, the Young King, 
seems to have learned a lot more from the lessons on ‘violence’.

The cast, with impressive leading roles for baritone Stéphane Degout as the King, baritone 
Gyula Orendt as Gaveston, tenor Peter Hoare as Mortimer and the ever agile soprano 
Barbara Hannigan as the opportunistic Queen Isabel, is bathed in the luxury of the fact that 
all the melodies they are given were completely tailored to the range of their voices by the 
composer. These are the voices for which Benjamin wrote his notes. One cannot come any 
closer to the intentions of the composer who invented it all, especially since he also 
happens to be the conductor on this recording. A rare treat.

Benjamin’s music, so brilliantly orchestrated that one hardly notices the permanently 
present grades and shades of dissonance, is in this piece characterised by an emotional 
inclemency, for which the word ‘eerie’ exists in the English language. Think of Britten’s The 
Turn of the Screw, but Benjamin is even more chilling. He almost constantly builds up his 
entire sound world from a nightmarish pianissimo, (note the important role played by the 
cimbalom), except in the transition music to the final scene, in which flames burst out of 
the orchestra across the full width of the pit.

What makes the music of Benjamin exceptional and great is that it defies engrained notions 
of atonalitity/tonality. It offers the ear, and the brain, room to process precisely worked out 
accumulations of overtones which may give his harmonies just enough of a tonal hue, a 
tonal feel, for them to be accessible – understandable in an intuitive way. And there lies 
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now in prison, Isabel sends him out of the room.

Isabel now wants to know how Mortimer intends to get the crown from her husband. 
When he claims that he can persuade the King by logical argument, she presses him to 
explain what will happen afterwards - how exactly will her son become king? - the 
unspoken implication being that first her husband will have to die.

Finally Mortimer allows Isabel to seduce him - at the same time tacitly consenting to have 
the King murdered.

SCENE 6

Mortimer has gone to the King in prison to persuade him in front of witnesses to give up 
the crown.

The King, although confused and experiencing hallucinations, is humble in front of the 
witnesses and admits that he has been at fault - but for Mortimer, he shows total contempt. 
Not only does he refuse to abdicate, but deliberately taunts Mortimer about his own 
sexuality.

Mortimer rages against the King's moral degeneracy and instructs the witnesses to record 
that the King is mentally unsound. He drives home his point that if the King won't pass the 
crown to his son now, the succession will be permanently broken and there is no 
guarantee the boy will ever be king.

The King bows to Mortimer's inexorable logic. He surrenders the crown and Mortimer 
takes it away.

*

Two women now announce that a man is waiting to see the King. Although the King 
realises the man must have come to murder him, he tells them to let him in.

A Stranger appears and stands in the shadows. When the King asks him who he is, he steps 
into the light. The King is disturbed because he believes that the person he is seeing in front 
of him is Gaveston, but the Stranger continues to deny this.

When the King repeatedly asks the Stranger to tell him how he will die, the Stranger takes 
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deliberately poisoned their relationship through his obsession with another man.

Ignoring her, the King now begins to obsess about Mortimer and his associates, threatening 
to instigate a bloody civil war. Isabel realises that her husband has lost not only his political 
allies but his political judgement too - and even perhaps his sanity. She therefore tells him 
that she's going to take their son - the future king - to Mortimer, since Mortimer at least will 
be able to protect the boy.

The King still seems numb and makes no attempt to oppose her.

Left on his own, the King starts to re-read the letter describing Gaveston's brutal murder, 
obsessing over the phrases that seem to confirm to him Gaveston's fearlessness in the face 
of death.

PART TWO
SCENE 5

Isabel and her children are now installed in Mortimer's house, and Isabel and Mortimer 
are planning to depose the King and install Isabel's son - still a child, who they believe they 
can control - in his father's place.

The scene begins playfully with the adults promising gifts to the boy. But it then 
materialises that to prepare him to be king, they have devised for him a cruel lesson in 
statecraft.

A Madman is brought in who claims that his cat has told him that he - the Madman - is the 
true king. The boy's task is to interrogate the Madman and decide what to do with him.

The boy listens to the evidence and says that since the Madman is clearly just that - mad 
-he believes they should be merciful. But Mortimer over-rules him, insisting realpolitik 
dictates that any kind of threat to the royal succession deserves the harshest penalty.

In front of the child, Mortimer strangles the Madman while Isabel forces him to watch. The 
child is deeply disturbed, and begs for mercy. When he asks if it's true that his father is 
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the nucleus of their massive dramatic potential and power. It’s always been there too, even 
in his very earliest masterly pieces like Ringed by the Flat Horizon (1980) and At First Light 
(1982), both written before he was 23. The composer of music drama was already present 

– he just didn’t realise it yet.

Dying is part of life

To what extent was Lessons in Love and Violence a natural progression from Written on 
Skin? 

Martin Crimp: “As a writer I found that I had reached extreme 
limits in Written on Skin, for example in the alienating use of 
self-narration (‘I'm not the woman, says the woman’). I wanted to 
avoid that this time, because otherwise it would become a 
mannerism. Another change is that the choruses, which in Into 
the Little Hill and Written on Skin played the role of crowds, as in 
Bach’s passions, but with only two singers, have changed in 
Lessons into a group of individuals. There are twenty people on 
stage, eight of whom sing. I also think Lessons contains even less 
text that could be seen as non-thematic. It's all more to the point.”

The text is about distrust, power and abuse of power, violence and the absence of real love. 
It’s pretty bleak, says the reporter. Crimp does not agree, says Crimp. He sees a lot of 
tenderness between the two men, the King and his lover Gaveston, and between the King 
and his wife. 

“Don't forget: it’s a tragedy. In tragedies bad things happen. People 
die. You could say the same thing about Macbeth. He murders, 
he arranges murders, and is himself executed at the end. I don’t 
think anyone speaks of pitch black there. And because of the 
language it has an almost comforting, liberating quality. That is 
the beauty of tragedies. They are safe havens, where you can 
confront the darkest things, always knowing that it’s just a game. 
Pitch black is a value judgement that is of little relevance to a 
work of art.”
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“People die in the opera, yes. But dying is part of life. You could 
say that when the King meets Gaveston, he actually meets death, 
Thanatos – or fate – or even Ananke, the ancient Greek god of 
Necessity or Inevitability. We will all have that encounter, 
although we find that a bit uncomfortable to talk about nowadays. 
You could also say that death in the opera takes shape in a 
transcendental way, especially when you consider the brutally 
explicit way in which the King comes to an end in Marlowe’s 
original play.” 

In Marlowe’s Edward II: The troublesome reign and lamentable death of Edward the second 
King of England, with the tragical fall of proud Mortimer, the King’s infamous death impaled 
on a red hot poker is an image that would be difficult to reconcile with George Benjamin’s 
ultra-refined sound world.

Is the singability of a text a parameter for Crimp? 

“No,” he says. “That is a problem for George to solve. He will never send back a text for that 
reason.”  “On the contrary,” says Benjamin. “I thrive on those kind of challenges, because 
they may lead to solutions I wouldn’t have thought of otherwise.”

“What he needs most of all is a text with a clear story with a direction,” say Crimp. “The 
idiom of contemporary music is difficult enough for the listener, he once said, and I think 
that's right. So I want to be transparent, while maintaining mystery and without becoming 
demonstrative.”

What’s next for George Benjamin? Leaning back to enjoy the success is certainly not an 
option. He is in a hurry. “I still have so many ideas for pieces that I can’t wait to start 
something new again. Other composers had written so many more operas than I have at 
my age! I have some serious catching-up to do.” 

So yes, another opera is the making. Number four. By Benjamin and Crimp. The world is 
waiting.

Erik Voermans
(The interviews with Benjamin and Crimp were conducted in London, May 2017.)
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naïve if they think there's a simple equation between a musical performance and wage-
labour.

Finally - unable to suppress her anger - she has them thrown out.

She has however fully absorbed Mortimer's lesson. She accepts the necessity of eliminating 
Gaveston to restore political stability, and reluctantly agrees to help Mortimer destroy him.

SCENE 3

Inside the auditorium of a private theatre Gaveston and the King are waiting for a musical 
entertainment to begin.

The King asks Gaveston to predict his future - how will he die? - will it be slow or sudden?

- and, most importantly, how will he, Gaveston, figure in that death? Gaveston's reply is a 
tender statement that his own life and the King's are one and the same.

Now Isabel enters with the rest of the invited audience and asks Gaveston to sit beside her.

The music begins: two singers sing a setting from the Old Testament of David's famous 
lament for Jonathan, which moves Gaveston to tears.

But during the concert Mortimer appears, and Gaveston realises he's walked into a trap. 
The King stops the music and repeatedly calls for Mortimer's arrest, but nobody in the 
audience moves. Instead it is Gaveston who is seized and taken away.

To his great humiliation, the King realises he no longer has the authority either to rule or 
to protect the man he loves.

SCENE 4

The King, unable to sleep, holds a letter informing him that Gaveston has been murdered. 
Isabel tries to comfort him - but in a trance-like state, and numbed by grief, he continues 
to dwell on his failure to save his friend.

In frustration, Isabel turns away, but when the King accuses her of hiding her feelings, she 
turns back to him in tears. She points out that she has never hidden anything from him - 
not her body - not her opinions - not her love. He - she claims - is the one who has 
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SYNOPSIS
PART ONE

SCENE 1

At a time of famine and war, Mortimer, the King's military chief, is trying to persuade the 
King to end his damaging relationship with Gaveston, his lover and intimate friend. 
Mortimer argues that it's unacceptable for the King to spend money on - for example - 
poetry and music for Gaveston, while people starve. He also questions the wisdom of 
forming relationships - whether with men or with women - based on love, rather than 
political expediency. But the King refuses to listen.

Gaveston provokes a crisis, claiming that Mortimer is motivated by envy and a thirst for 
power. He demands that Mortimer be punished - and stripped of his rank and property.

Aware of the danger of humiliating Mortimer, the King hesitates. But when Gaveston plays 
his trump card by directly challenging Mortimer to accept his physical intimacy with the 
King, Mortimer is forced to silently acknowledge that it fills him with disgust.

This infuriates the King who - despite his wife Isabel's attempt to intervene - takes away 
Mortimer's rank and property exactly as Gaveston has demanded.

SCENE 2

Some months later Mortimer, who has been gathering evidence of disaffection and civil 
unrest, has a secret meeting with Isabel, to which he brings witnesses.

Each of these has a story to tell, which Mortimer hopes will persuade Isabel that Gaveston 
is a political liability and needs to be destroyed.

The witnesses claim that while their families have starved, Gaveston has stolen their property

- complain that each of Gaveston's musical entertainments costs more than they earn in a 
year - and report that the sexual conduct of the King and his entourage is a source of 
satirical speculation.

Isabel claims she understands what the witnesses have suffered, but tells them they are 
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Stéphane Degout, Baritone
Stéphane Degout studied at the CNSM, Lyon, and was a member of Opéra de Lyon. He made 
his operatic debut in 1999 at the Aix-en-Provence Festival. Since then he has sung for such 
companies as Paris Opéra, Royal Opera House Covent Garden, Berlin State Opera, La Monnaie, 
Theater an der Wien, Lyric Opera of Chicago, Metropolitan Opera, La Scala, Teatro Real, and 
Bavarian State Opera, and at the Salzburg, Glyndebourne and Ravinia festivals. His repertory 
includes Thésée Hippolyte et Aricie, Hercule Alceste, Oreste Iphigénie en Tauride, Count 
Almaviva, Valentin Faust, Raimbaud Le Comte Ory, Wolfram Tannhäuser, Albert Werther, 
Rodrigue Don Carlos, Chorèbe Les Troyens, the title roles in Hamlet, Monteverdi’s Orfeo and 
Ulisse, and Pelléas & Mélisande.  His dedication to the art has seen him create numerous 
operatic roles in works such as Benoît Mernier’s La Dispute and Philippe Boesmans’ Au monde 
and Pinocchio. Stéphane Degout is renowned for his highly sensitive interpretations of French 
melody and German Lied. He has worked under the guidance of Ruben Lifschitz and has toured 
internationally. Alongside several DVD opera recordings, he has recently recorded CDs with B 
Records ‘Histoires Naturelles’ and Harmonia Mundi ‘Enfers’, ‘Harmonie du Soir’ and Berlioz’ 
Les Nuits d’Eté, all of which have been awarded.

Barbara Hannigan, Soprano
Barbara Hannigan is a soprano and conductor, whose artistic colleagues include directors and 
conductors Christoph Marthaler, Sir Simon Rattle, Sasha Waltz, Kent Nagano, Vladimir 
Jurowski, John Zorn, Andreas Kriegenburg, Andris Nelsons, Reinbert de Leeuw, David Zinman, 
Antonio Pappano, Katie Mitchell, Kirill Petrenko and Krszysztof Warlikowski. As a singer and 
conductor, or both simultaneously, she has given world premiere performances of over 85 new 
works. Hannigan’s first album as singer and conductor, Crazy Girl Crazy (Alpha Classics, 2017), 
featuring works by Berio, Berg and Gershwin, won her the 2018 Grammy Award for Best 
Classical Solo Vocal album, the 2018 Opus Klassik for Best Solo Vocal Performance, and the 
2018 JUNO Award for Classical Album of the Year. Further awards include Singer of the Year 
(Opernwelt, 2013); Musical Personality of the Year (Syndicat de la Presse Francaise, 2012); and 
the Rolf Schock Prize for Musical Arts (2018). She holds honorary doctorates from the 
University of Toronto and Mt Allison University, and was appointed to the Order of Canada in 
2016.
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Gyula Orendt, Baritone
Born in 1985 in Transylvania, he studied singing at the Franz Liszt Conservatory, Budapest. He 
is a triple prizewinner of the Francisco Viñas Competition (2010) and since 2013 a member of 
Berlin State Opera. Appearances include Papageno, Rossini’s Figaro, Thésée in Hippolyte et 
Aricie, Zurga in Les Pêcheurs de perles, Harlequin in Ariadne auf Naxos, Schaunard and Jan in 
Beat Furrer’s Violetter Schnee, Don Giovanni (Berlin State Opera), Monteverdi’s Orfeo (Royal 
Opera at the Roundhouse, Salle Pleyel Paris), Mozart’s Conte Almaviva (Liceu, Barcelona, 
Glyndebourne Festival, Deutsche Oper am Rhein, Hungarian State Opera) Guglielmo in Così 
fan tutte (Royal Opera, Bayerische Staatsoper Munich, Den Norske Opera Oslo) and Nardo in 
La finta giardiniera (Glyndebourne Festival). Gyula Orendt has performed George Benjamin's 
concert repertoire amongst others with the Royal Stockholm Philharmonic Orchestra and 
Orchestre Philharmonique de Radio France. Concert appearances also include Ein deutsches 
Requiem with the Barcelona Symphony Orchestra, Des Knaben Wunderhorn with Concerto 
Budapest and Recitals at Hungarian State Opera Budapest, Berlin State Opera and 
Elbphilharmonie Hamburg.

Peter Hoare, Tenor
Peter’s operatic roles include Captain Vere Billy Budd (Den Norske Opera), Sapkin From the 
House of the Dead (Theatre de la Monnaie, Brussels), Fatty Rise and Fall of the City of 
Mahagonny and Larry King Anna Nicole (Royal Opera), Laca Jen fa, Zinovy Lady Macbeth of 
Mtsensk, Faust The Damnation of Faust and Hermann Queen of Spades (English National 
Opera), Hauptmann Wozzeck (Metropolitan Opera) and Sharikov A Dog’s Heart (Die 
Nationale Opera, Amsterdam, La Scala, English National Opera and Opéra de Lyon). On the 
concert platform Peter has appeared with the Berlin Philharmonic and Sir Simon Rattle in John 
Adams’ The Gospel According to the Other Mary and Berlioz Romeo et Juliette, and performed 
Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde with Daniel Harding and the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra. 
At the BBC Proms he has sung Schoenberg’s Gurrelieder with the London Symphony Orchestra 
and Tippett’s A Child of Our Time with the BBC National Orchestra of Wales. Peter’s 
discography includes The Gospel According to the Other Mary (Rattle/Berlin Philharmonic), 
Master of Ceremonies in Britten’s Gloriana (Charles Mackerras/Decca Records), Tichon Kat’a 
Kabanová (Carlo Rizzi/Chandos), Bardolfo Falstaff (Colin Davis/Chandos) and Leonard 
Meryll Yeomen of the Guard (Charles Mackerras/WNO). 
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 Disc 1 - PART 1

 Scene 1
1 ‘It’s nothing to do with loving a man’
2 ‘Not when you grip my neck’
3 ‘Don’t call him nothing’

 Scene 2
4 ‘Who are these people, Mortimer?’
5 ‘My husband died’
6 ‘Bring me a cup of vinegar’
7 ‘Why do the poor sleep three in a bed’

 Scene 3
8 ‘How can I love you?’
9 ‘Here - look - is my baby king’
10 ‘Please, everyone be seated’

 Scene 4
11 ‘I’m cold. I was dreaming’
12 ‘Why should you love him, tell me?’
13 ‘Then stay in the dark’

 Disc 2 - PART 2

 Scene 5
1 ‘D’you like dogs’
2 ‘Let the man in’
3 ‘When a man will be cut into pieces’

 Scene 6
4 ‘Drumming - I can hear drumming’
5 ‘Oh, I am a bad person’
6 ‘Take it, Mortimer’
7 ‘Here - look, is the living king’
8 ‘Why do I feel nothing’

 Scene 7
9 ‘What is the music?’
10 ‘Let me explain to you the entertainment’

Recorded by Dutch National Opera in performance June/July 2018
Production team : Music Director Lodewijk Collette 

Recording & editing engineer Michiel Jansen Sound engineer Hans Slotboom

Issued under exclusive licence from Dutch National Opera
c 2019 Wyastone Estate Limited © 2019 Wyastone Estate Limited

Cover photo by Hans van den Bogaard courtesy of Dutch National Opera

www.wyastone.co.uk
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KING  

ISABEL, his wife  

GAVESTON, his advisor and intimate friend / 
STRANGER   

MORTIMER, his chief military expert  

BOY, an adolescent, son of ISABEL and KING / 
later - YOUNG KING 

 
WITNESS 1 / SINGER 1 / WOMAN 1  

WITNESS 2 / SINGER 2 / WOMAN 2  

WITNESS 3 / MADMAN 

Stéphane Degout 
 
Barbara Hannigan
 
Gyula Orendt 
 

Peter Hoare 
 
Samuel Boden 

 
Jennifer France 
 
Krisztina Szabó 
 
Andri Björn Róbertsson 

Netherlands Radio Philharmonic Orchestra

conducted by George Benjamin

THE PERFORMERS
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Samuel Boden, Tenor
British tenor Samuel Boden began his professional career as a chef before studying at Trinity 
Laban Conservatoire. His opera engagements include The Royal Opera, Covent Garden; 
Glyndebourne, Dutch National Opera, Theater St Gallen, Nederlandse Reisopera and Pinchgut 
Opera. Samuel has appeared with many highly-regarded period ensembles as well as sympho-
ny and chamber orchestras: the Bavarian Radio Symphony Orchestra / Giovanni Antonini; 
Rotterdam Philharmonic / Natalie Stutzmann ; Gabrieli Consort / Paul McCreesh; Royal 
Northern Sinfonia / Thomas Zehetmair; Scottish Chamber Orchestra / Harry Bicket; Les Arts 
Florissants / William Christie and Arcangelo / Jonathan Cohen; BBC Symphony Orchestra / Sir 
Andrew Davis, John Storgards, Sakari Oramo and Giancarlo Guerro; Frankfurt Radio Orchestra 
/ Emmanuelle Haïm; Collegium Vocale Gent / Philippe Herreweghe; Wiener Akademie / Martin  
Haselböck, Salzburg Camerata / Teodor Currentzis, Ensemble Pygmalion / Raphaël Pichon; Les 
Musiciens du Louvre / Marc Minkowski with the Early Opera Company / Christian Curnyn, 
Monteverdi Choir / John Eliot Gardiner. His growing discography includes discs of Monteverdi, 
Charpentier, Daniel Purcell, Rameau, Bach alongside Berlioz, Tansy Davies and Alec Roth. His 
plans include Gluck in Moscow, Handel in Vienna, Oslo and Warsaw and opera débuts in 
Karlsruhe, Hamburg, Lyon, Barcelona and Madrid.

Jennifer France, Soprano
Winner of the 2018 Critics’ Circle Emerging Talent (Voice) Award, Jennifer France has excelled 
as Handel’s Semele at the Badisches Staatstheater Karlsruhe, Mozart’s Susanna for Garsington 
Opera at Wormsley and as Richard Strauss’ Zerbinetta for the Nederlandse Reisopera. However, 
she has also consolidated an outstanding achievement in Contemporary Music with her 
performances as Ophelia in Brett Dean’s Hamlet for Glyndebourne On Tour, The Controller in 
Jonathan Dove’s Flight and Ice in the première of Stuart MacRae’s Anthropocene for Scottish 
Opera and the UK première of Pascal Dusapin’s Passion leading to her debut at the 2019 
Salzburg Festival in Dusapin’s Medeamaterial. She gave the première of Brett Dean’s And Once 
I Played Ophelia with the Swedish Chamber Orchestra, and her regular concert engagements 
have also included performances at the BBC Proms and the Three Choirs Festival, as well as 
with the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra, the Hallé, the Huddersfield Choral Society, 
the London Handel Orchestra, the London Mozart Players, La Nuova Musica, the Orchestra of 
Opera North, the Royal Scottish National Orchestra, the Orchestre de Chambre de Paris and 
the Israel Camerata.



22                            NI 5976

Krisztina Szabó, Mezzo-soprano
Krisztina Szabó has become highly sought in North America and Europe as an artist of supreme
musicianship and stagecraft. For her performances of Ottavia in L'incoronazione di Poppea the 
Chicago Tribune wrote, "Krisztina Szabó stole every scene with her powerful, mahogany voice 
and deeply poignant immersion in the empress' plight." In addition to her 2018 Royal Opera 
House debut in George Benjamin’s Lessons in Love and Violence, she has sung in his earlier  
opera Into the Little Hill with Mahler Chamber Orchestra at Musikfest Berlin, with the composer 
conducting; and Written on Skin with Toronto Symphony Orchestra, Holland Festival, and 
Opera Philadelphia. Career highlights include performances of leading roles with Canadian 
Opera Company, Vancouver Opera, Mostly Mozart Festival in New York, San Francisco Opera, 
Caramoor Summer Music Festival, and Wexford Festival Opera; and as soloist with St. Louis 
Symphony Orchestra, Atlanta Symphony Orchestra, Baltimore Symphony Orchestra, Chicago’s 
Music of the Baroque, Les Violons du Roy, Tafelmusik Baroque Orchestra, Canada’s National 
Arts Centre Orchestra, and Royal Scottish National Orchestra.

Andri Björn Róbertsson, Bass-Baritone
Icelandic bass-baritone Andri Björn Róbertsson studied at the Reykjavik Academy of Singing 
and Vocal Arts, Royal Academy of Music and National Opera Studio, London. He was also a 
member of the International Opera Studio in Zürich. Formerly a Harewood Artist with English 
National Opera and an HSBC Laureate of the Academie de Festival d’Aix en Provence, his 
operatic credits include Figaro in Le nozze di Figaro (Icelandic Opera), Speaker/Second Priest 
in Die Zauberflöte, Priest/Pan/He in King Arthur (Opera  Zürich), Angelotti in Tosca, Lord 
Krishna in Satyagraha and Theseus in A Midsummer Night’s Dream (ENO), Angelotti 
(Llangollen with Orchestra of Welsh National Opera),  Superintendent Budd in Albert Herring 
(The Grange Festival), Bass in Trauernacht (Aix en Provence, Paris, Valence, Arras Douai, 
Amsterdam, Lisbon, Moscow), Craftsman in The Commission and Barman/Hunter 
Gracchus/Policeman in Café Kafka (Royal Opera House, Opera North and Aldeburgh Music). 
Andri is a keen recitalist and has performed at the Oxford Lieder Festival, Icelandic Opera and 
Salurinn, Kópavogur in Reykjavik, the Festival d’Aix en Provence and L’Opéra de Lille. He is 
also a Samling Artist. 
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GEORGE BENJAMIN

LESSONS IN LOVE 
AND VIOLENCE

Opera in Two Parts

TEXT BY MARTIN CRIMP

Co-commissioned and co-produced by the
 Royal Opera Covent Garden London, Dutch National Opera Amsterdam,

Staatsoper Hamburg, Opéra de Lyon, Lyric Opera of Chicago, 
Gran Teatre del Liceu, Barcelona and Teatro Real Madrid. Editions Faber Music Ltd

The first performance was given by The Royal Opera, Covent Garden, 
conducted by the composer, at the Royal Opera House, London, on 10 May 2018

Katie Mitchell (stage direction)  Vicki Mortimer (sets and costumes) 
James Farncombe (lighting)  Joseph Alford (movement) 

For the Amsterdam performances Robin Tebbutt (assistant director)  
William de Bordes (assistant conductor)  Bretton Brown (repetiteur)

Rights administered worldwide by Faber Music Ltd 
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George Benjamin
Born in 1960, George Benjamin began composing at the age of seven. In 1976 he entered the 
Paris Conservatoire to study with Messiaen, after which he worked with Alexander Goehr at 
King's College, Cambridge. When he was only 20 years old, Ringed by the Flat Horizon was 
played at the BBC Proms by the BBC Symphony Orchestra under Mark Elder. The London 
Sinfonietta and Simon Rattle premiered At First Light two years later.  Antara was commissioned 
for the 10th anniversary of the Pompidou Centre in 1987 and Three Inventions was written for 
the 75th Salzburg Festival in 1995. The London Symphony Orchestra under Pierre Boulez 
premiered Palimpsests in 2002 to mark the opening of ‘By George’, a season-long portrait 
which included the first performance of Shadowlines by Pierre-Laurent Aimard. More recent 
celebrations of Benjamin’s work have taken place at the Southbank Centre in 2012 (as part of 
the UK’s Cultural Olympiad), at the Barbican in 2016 and at the Wigmore Hall in 2019.  The 
last decade has also seen multi-concert retrospectives in San Francisco, Frankfurt, Turin, Milan, 
Aldeburgh, Toronto, Dortmund, New York and at the 2018 Holland Festival. Benjamin’s first 
operatic work Into the Little Hill, written with playwright Martin Crimp, was commissioned in 
2006 by the Festival d'Automne in Paris. Their second collaboration, Written on Skin, 
premiered at the Aix-en-Provence festival in July 2012, has since been scheduled by over 20 
international opera houses, winning as many international awards. Lessons in Love and 
Violence, a third collaboration with Martin Crimp, premiered at the Royal Opera House in 
2018; both works were filmed by BBC television, and a related ’Imagine’ profile on Benjamin 
was broadcast on BBC1 in October 2018. As a conductor Benjamin has a broad repertoire  - 
ranging from Mozart and Schumann to Knussen, Murail and Abrahamsen -  and has conducted 
numerous world premieres, including important works by Rihm, Chin, Grisey and Ligeti.  He 
regularly works with some of the world's leading orchestras, and over the years has developed 
particularly close relationships with the Mahler Chamber Orchestra, Philharmonia Orchestra, 
London Sinfonietta and Ensemble Modern as well as the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra, who 
gave the world premiere of Dream of the Song in September 2015. During the 2018-19 season 
Benjamin was composer-in-residence with the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra/Musikfest and at 
the new Elbphilharmonie in Hamburg. Recent awards include the 2015 Prince Pierre of 
Monaco composition prize (for Written on Skin) and the 2019 Golden Lion Award for lifetime 
achievement from the Venice Biennale. He was made a Commandeur de l’Ordre des Arts et 
des Lettres in 2015, and was knighted in the 2017 Queen's Birthday Honours. He has 
frequently taught and performed at the Tanglewood Festival over the last 20 years, and since 
2001 has been the Henry Purcell Professor of Composition at King’s College, London. His 
works are published by Faber Music and are recorded on Nimbus Records. 
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Martin Crimp 
Martin Crimp was born in 1956 and began writing for theatre in the 1980s. His plays are:  When 
We Have Sufficiently Tortured Each Other (National Theatre, 2019), Men Asleep (2018), The 
Rest Will be Familiar To You From Cinema, (2013), In the Republic of Happiness (2012), Play 
House (2012), The City (2008), Fewer Emergencies (2005, receiving Italy’s Premio Ubu), Cruel 
and Tender (2004, for director Luc Bondy), Face to the Wall (2002), The Country (2000), 
Attempts On Her Life (1997, revived at London’s National Theatre in 2007, directed by Katie 
Mitchell), The Treatment (1993, winner of the John Whiting Award), Getting Attention (1992), 
No One Sees the Video (1991), Play with Repeats (1989), Dealing with Clair (1988) and 
Definitely the Bahamas (1987). His translations of plays include Botho Strauss’s Gross und Klein 
(2012), Ionesco’s Rhinoceros (2007), Marivaux’s The False Servant (2004) and The Triumph of 
Love (1999), Genet’s The Maids (1999), Ionesco’s The Chairs (1997), Koltès’s Roberto Zucco 
(1997), a new version of Chekhov’s The Seagull (2006) for the National Theatre, and an 
adaptation of Molière’s The Misanthrope (1996). His work has been produced in the UK by the 
Royal Shakespeare Company, the National Theatre, Almeida, Young Vic, Barbican, Théâtre de 
Complicité, Orange Tree, and London’s Royal Court Theatre, and has been translated into 
many languages and widely produced abroad at venues including the Piccolo Teatro, Milan, 
the Sala Beckett, Barcelona, the Vienna Festival, the Théâtre des Bouffes du Nord, the Théâtre 
de la Ville, Berlin’s Schaubühne, Hamburg’s Schauspielhaus, and at the Festival d’Automne in 
Paris, which presented four of his works in their 2006 season, including his first text for opera, 
Into the Little Hill, written for George Benjamin. His second collaboration with Benjamin, 
Written on Skin, had its world premiere at the Aix-en-Provence Festival in 2012, and the third, 
Lessons in Love and Violence, opened at London’s Royal Opera House in 2018.

NI 5976                                                                                                                                                                                   1

GEORGE BENJAMIN

STÉPHANE DEGOUT  
BARBARA HANNIGAN  
GYULA ORENDT  
PETER HOARE  
SAMUEL BODEN  
JENNIFER FRANCE
KRISZTINA SZABÓ  
ANDRI BJÖRN RÓBERTSSON

NETHERLANDS RADIO PHILHARMONIC ORCHESTRA
conducted by GEORGE BENJAMIN

LESSONS IN LOVE AND VIOLENCE
MARTIN CRIMP




