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APPROXIMATE TIMINGS
This performance will last for approximately 65 minutes 
with no interval

GUIDANCE
Suitable for ages 16+

This production contains explicit depictions of and 
references to self-harm, suicide and baby loss

LANGUAGE
Sung in English with English surtitles
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*Jette Parker Artist



SYNOPSIS

1. THE PAGE
‘No sooner had my child started to speak whole sentences than he had 
died.’
A Woman’s infant child dies. Refusing to accept this, she is told 
that if she can find a happy person, and ‘cut one button from 
their sleeve’, this simple action will miraculously return her 
child to life. Full of hope, and taking with her a sheet of paper 
outlining her itinerary, she sets off on her quest.

2. THE LOVERS
‘We’re not ashamed. We are in love.’
Her first encounter is with a pair of young lovers. On seeing how 
much they appear to be in love, she asks them for a button from 
their discarded clothing, only to provoke a bitter conflict between 
them.

3. THE ARTISAN
‘I can enumerate every button I have ever made.’
Her second encounter is with an Artisan. Before he retired, she 
learns, he was a maker of buttons, and so seems ideally placed 
to grant the Woman’s request. But as the scene progresses, the 
Artisan’s mind begins to unravel.

4. THE COMPOSER
‘Say I invent all qualities of light’
The Woman stumbles across a famous Composer who is about 
to go into a rehearsal with her Assistant. When the Woman tries 
to impress on them the urgency of her request, the Composer is 
compelled to explain that her life, while superficially enviable, is 
less straightforward than it appears.

5. ARIA
‘Dead stems of flowers come to life again.’
The Woman expresses her disillusion and anger. Nothing is 
working out as she had hoped: happiness is elusive, and her quest 
seems to  
have failed.

6. THE COLLECTOR
‘I have rooms full of miracles.’
After this outburst of fury, and believing there is little hope 
left, she next meets the Collector – a man who, despite his own 
confused desire for the Woman herself, is moved by her grief 
and willing to help her. He opens a door so she can pass into a 
garden.

7. ZABELLE
‘Picture a day like this.’
In a garden of great beauty and tranquility the Woman finally 
encounters Zabelle, a person seemingly similar to herself. When 
the Woman begs to be allowed to share her happiness, Zabelle 
tells her a story that forces her to see the garden – and Zabelle 
herself – in a new light. 

Martin Crimp, July 2023
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SUPPORT OUR ONGOING 
RECOVERY
We are so glad to welcome our artists back to our theatres 
to perform for you the opera and ballet you love. During 
the pandemic we lost £3 in every £5 of our income and we 
continue to feel the impact as we recover. Sustaining the 
future of ballet and opera has never been so important. 
Please consider making a donation to the Royal Opera 
House community today and help support the future of 
ballet and opera.

roh.org.uk/donate


