
 
 

WRITTEN ON SKIN (2012), an opera in three parts by George Benjamin to a libretto by Martin 

Crimp after the medieval Occitan legend of The Eaten Heart by troubadour Guillem de 

Cabestany 
 

 

STUDY GUIDE 
 

 

  



THE WORK 

https://www.lemonde.fr/culture/article/2012/07/09/written-on-skin-le-meilleur-opera-ecrit-

depuis-vingt-ans_1731145_3246.html 

 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2013/03/25/illuminated 

 

https://festival-aix.com/en/medias/written-skin 
 

THE INSTRUMENTS 

https://www.operaphila.org/backstage/opera-blog/2018/instruments-of-written-on-skin/ 

 

THE COMPOSER 

Biography: https://www.fabermusic.com/composers/george-benjamin/biography 
 

News: https://www.fabermusic.com/composers/george-benjamin/news 
 

THE LIBRETTIST 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Martin_Crimp 
 

THE BASIS FOR THE LIBRETTO: STUDIES ON THE LEGEND OF THE EATEN HEART 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2915976?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents 
 
https://www.persee.fr/doc/roma_0035-8029_1912_num_41_162_4684 

 

https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/etudlitt/1998-v31-n1-etudlitt2264/501226ar.pdf 

 

STUDY GUIDE 

https://www.operaphila.org/whats-on/on-stage-2017-2018/written-on-skin/program/ 

 

MUSIC EXCERPTS 

The full opera is available on Medici.tv or on YouTube 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yg5a5n7kIH8) 

 

The timing of the excerpts is based on the YouTube version 

 

• “Look, my house is perfect,” the aria that introduces the Protector (5.23-8.23) 

 

• “Welcome him into our house,” both majestic and dark (11.57-13.10) 

 

• Seduction scene between Agnès and the Boy (29.10-37.30) 

 

• Seduction scene between Agnès and her husband (41.40-48.54) 

 

• The book is finished, revelation of Agnès’s affair with the boy (1.05.05-1.13.57) 

 

• Agnès’s mad scene (1.28.11-1.30.30) 

https://www.lemonde.fr/culture/article/2012/07/09/written-on-skin-le-meilleur-opera-ecrit-depuis-vingt-ans_1731145_3246.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/culture/article/2012/07/09/written-on-skin-le-meilleur-opera-ecrit-depuis-vingt-ans_1731145_3246.html
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2013/03/25/illuminated
https://festival-aix.com/en/medias/written-skin
https://www.operaphila.org/backstage/opera-blog/2018/instruments-of-written-on-skin/
https://www.fabermusic.com/composers/george-benjamin/biography
https://www.fabermusic.com/composers/george-benjamin/news
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Martin_Crimp
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yg5a5n7kIH8


 

ACTIVITIES 

 

I. THE INSTRUMENTS OF WRITTEN ON SKIN 

Showing a great interest in the various tones of the orchestra, George Benjamin included a variety 

of unusual instruments in the accompaniment for Written on Skin. 

 

a. Match the following instruments with the parts they accompany. 

 

1. Seduction scene between Agnès and the Boy a. typewriter 

2. The book is finished, revelation of Agnès’s affair with the boy b. glass harmonica 

3. Agnès’s mad scene c. viola da gamba 

 

Answers: 1-c; 2-a; 3-b 

 

b. In the list below, identify the instruments George Benjamin used as part of the orchestra. 

 

1. Pebbles 

2. Electric saw 

3. Tabla 

4. Viola da gamba 

5. Mandolin 

6. Cell phone 

7. Typewriter 

8. Car tires 

9. Baroque trumpet 

10. Electric guitar 

 

Answers: 1, 3, 4, 5, 7 

 

II. CONTEXT OF THE WORK: TRUE OR FALSE? 

1. The story of Written on Skin is based on the Romantic work “The Devoured Heart.” 

 

2. Written on Skin had its world premiere at the Aix-en-Provence Festival in 2012. 

 

3. George Benjamin conducted the orchestra at the premiere of his opera. 

 

4. Martin Crimp and George Benjamin had never worked together before writing Written on 

Skin. 

 

Answers: 1-F (the story is based on the medieval legend of the “Eaten Heart”), 2-T, 3-T, 4-F 

(they had already worked together on Into the Little Hill in 2006) 

 

III. THE CHARACTERS OF WRITTEN ON SKIN 

 

a. Match the characters to their voice types 

 

1. The Protector a. soprano 

2. The Boy b. countertenor 

3. The Woman (Agnès) c. baritone 

 



Answers: 1-c; 2-b; 3-a 

 

b. Which other opera this season includes a mad scene for the female lead? 

 

1. Eugene Onegin 

2. Lucia di Lammermoor 

3. The Magic Flute 

 

Answer: 2 

 

IV. THE STORY OF ADAM AND EVE REVISITED 

Identify the parallels between the story of Adam and Eve and that of Written on Skin. What are 

the differences between the character of the Boy and the serpent? What is the difference between 

Eve’s behaviour and that of Agnès? What can this teach us about how women have been 

depicted over the centuries? 

 

Adam and Eve Written on Skin 

Adam: 

 

 

 

Eve: 

 

 

 

The serpent: 

 

 

 

The events: 

 

 

 

 

 

The conclusion: 

 

 

 

 

The Protector: 

 

 

 

His wife: 

 

 

 

The Boy: 

 

 

 

The events: 

 

 

 

 

 

The conclusion: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

V. THOUGHTS ON THE POWER OF WORKS OF ART AND CREATIVITY 



Written on Skin brings to the stage the story of a woman who internally frees herself from her 

husband’s power by acquiring knowledge (through the illustrations in the Boy’s book), taking 

control of her own body and her sexuality. Unfortunately, this quest for freedom does not end 

well for her: she is violently punished. 

 

Creative works have power over us: they can inspire us, make us think, compel us to act (in both 

good and bad ways), and contribute to shaping our world view. 

 

When you see a character being treated unfairly, how do you feel? Does this make you want to 

help people who suffer injustices? Does this make you feel sad or discouraged? 

 

For this activity, start off by thinking about how this opera makes you feel by choosing words in 

the following list that best describe your state of mind (you can also add others if they better 

reflect how you feel): 

 

anger 

disgust 

joy 

sadness 

desire for vengeance 

enthusiasm 

love 

compassion 

repulsion 

empathy 

warmth 

peace 

indifference 

harmony 

discomfort 

hope 

anxiety 

 

Next, list the elements of the opera that played a role in arousing this feeling/these feelings. What 

role did the music play in this process? 

 

Finally, think of two feelings you would like to inspire in others. Then, make a drawing, come up 

with a dance, or write a story based on Written on Skin, keeping in mind what you want to 

convey, the feelings you would like to inspire. 


