The Treasure and a Tale

a musical drama for young performers

by

Edward Lambert



The Treasure and a Tale tells the stories of Beowulf and the discovery of an
Anglo-Saxon ship burial and its treasure at Sutton Hoo in 1939.

It is the result of a project which took place under the auspices of the Royal Opera
House and the British Museum in the Autumn and Winter of 1991-92. Several
schools in Suffolk came together in the Maltings Concert Hall, Snape, to perform
this work which their pupils had helped to create. Although conceived as musical
theatre, the emphasis was on the story telling, and the action of the Beowulf story
was mimed by giant puppets manipulated by groups of children while the rest of
the 200 or so performers - whose ages ranged from 7 to 17 - told the story, sang
and played the music.

The tale is told largely through rhythmic recitation accompanied by drumming.
With the exception of the Gleeman, who has a challenging solo part, even the
singing roles can be taken by groups since the characters in the story are generally
introduced by way of reported speech and so may be sung by the Storytellers
themselves. Thus the Storytellers become part of the tale that they are telling.

While some musicians constituted a symphonic youth orchestra, many others
played percussion, keyboards, steel band, recorders, or easy string, wind or brass
parts. The musical accompaniment of The Treasure and a Tale thus includes
much that can be performed by all sorts of young players, beginners or advanced,
and particularly musical patterns for metallophones and xylophones designed to be
played from memory.

By way of contrast, the Beowulf scenes are separated by spoken interludes which
tell of the finding of the treasure against the background of World War II, sketched
briefly through the eyes of local children and an evacuee. There is, of course, no
direct connection between Beowulf and the treasure from Sutton Hoo; yet they
have in common the society that created them and each brings the other vividly to
life.

This score (2005) reduces the accompaniment to keyboard and drums - but it is
suggested that at least an additional synthesiser is needed for performance.

Parts available for percussion, synthesiser and piano/keyboard.

www.lambertmusic.co.uk
© words and music Edward Lambert
The composer's rights are asserted



The Treasure and a Tale

Prologue
A Gleeman introduces himself as a minstrel who entertained the courts of England with tales of heroism. Once
he came to the court of Redwald at the royal palace of Rendlesham, and sang the story of Beowulf...

Scene 1
The noble king Hrothgar has built a wondrous new mead-hall called Heorot. But his land is plagued by the
monster Grendel. Hrothgar has summoned help from the hero, Beowulf, who duly arrives and takes charge.

Interlude 1
June 1939: in the countryside near Woodbridge in Suffolk, some children see a large hole being dug. Winnie
recognizes Basil Brown, an archaeologist from Ipswich. The land belongs to Mrs Edith Pretty.

Scene 2
Beowulf defeats Grendel through his amazing strength, only to find Grendel’s she-mate, who lives at the bottom
of a lake, an even more formidable foe. But just as the Thanes despair, Beowulf surfaces, victorious.

Interlude 2
July 1939: the archaeological dig has revealed the outlines of a huge ship and attracted the attention of experts
from London and Cambridge.

Scene 3
In Heorot a banquet is held in Beowulf’s honour and he is presented with royal gifts. In response, he tells the
assmbled company to enjoy themselves while they can. The Gleeman does his turn.

Interlude 3
August 1939: an inquest is being held to determine ownership of the priceless treasure.

Scene 4
Beowulf returns home, and the king's only son is killed, he succombs to grief, buries the royal treasure and dies.
A fiercesome dragon guards the hoard...

Interlude 4

Autumn 1939: it is wartime. The children show George, an evacuee from London, where the treasure was found.
The inquest held Mrs Pretty to be its rightful owner, but she presented it to the nation. The site is now occupied
by the army.

Scene 5
The dragon has laid waste the land, and Beowulf, himself now king, is called upon to rescue his people. He kills
the dragon, but not before its fearful venom has fatally wounded the hero. He bids his followers farewell.

Interlude 5
1945: the war is ending. George has lost his father, and the children wonder about the futility of war, but also
the heroism of those who give up their lives for the sake of their country.

Scene 6

Beowulf is mourned and placed with his treasure in a mighty ship. ‘Raise a lament again and again in sorrow for
passing times’.

Epilogue

The ship was hauled to high ground, and buried in a vast mound, making a fitting monument for such a noble
and beloved king.

And so the Gleeman finishes his story. Redwald himself has died: it is now time to move on...



Singing roles

England, about AD 625:
The Gleeman, a poet and musician

Choruses of Storytellers

In legendary times:
King Hrothgar

His Queen
Beowulf

Wiglaf, his follower
Old King

Choruses of Thanes

Silent roles for movement or dance:
Grendel, a monster-devil

She-Monster, Grendel's mate
Dragon

Spoken parts
Suffolk, 1939:
Winnie, Edith and Joan,

Henry, Neville and Frank
George, an evacuee from London

Duration: music 45 minutes, about 60 minutes in total

Props that may be required include: swords, dagger, helemt, shield, hanging
tapestries, horn & drinking vessels, jewellery & precious stones, golden standard
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PrOlOgue: A Gleeman, a poet of Anglo-Saxon times, enters
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Scene 1: legendary times on the Danish coast. In the Great Hall, Hrothgar and
his Thanes are awaiting the arrival of Beowulf.
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Beowulf

Greetings, Hrothgar!
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Interlude 1

June 1939. In the countryside near Woodbridge in Suffolk, a group of
children are attracted to some activity in a field.

HENRY (looking over a gate)
What’s going on there?

NEVILLE
It’s a big hole they’re digging!

WINNIE
That’s Mr Brown! Mr Basil Brown - we know him.

JOAN
Who is he?

WINNIE
Friend of the family. Local man, born near here. Now works for the
museum in Ipswich, something to do with history. An ologist...

FRANK
How come girls always know everything?

HENRY
Archaeologist?

WINNIE
...Archaeologist - that’s it. He’s an expert on soil.

NEVILLE
What is there to know about soil, for heaven’s sake. It’s just soil, isn’t it?

HENRY
But their job is to find things in it.

JOAN
Buried treasure!

WINNIE
Well, maybe, you never know.

FRANK
Is that what these mounds have inside them - buried treasure? Gosh, they’d
be an awful lot inside, they’re pretty big mounds!

EDITH
That’s it! Mrs Pretty - she’s the lady who lives at the big house. This must
be part of her estate. Sutton Hoo it’s called.

HENRY
How do you know that?
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EDITH
My mum worked for her for a while. Her and the Colonel when he was alive. They
got servants, used to anyway. Yes - that’s her gardener, Mr Jacobs, with the shovel.
Look!
NEVILLE
Well, are we going to stand here all day, or what?
JOAN
Well, if they find buried treasure, I'm going to make sure I know about it!
WINNIE
It’11 be rubbish, more likely!
Scene 2: outside the Great Hall. Later - a lake in a
mountainous landscape.
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Interlude 2

June 1939. There is now much activity at the site.

JOAN
See, told you. Must be buried treasure. Why else would there be so many people here?

NEVILLE
There’s reporters. And a policeman - look!

EDITH
That's PC Ling!

FRANK
Keep your heads down!

HENRY
Look how big the hole is now - as big as a ship!

WINNIE
That’s just what they found - a rotten ship.

JOAN
What good’s a rotten ship to anyone?
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NEVILLE
Don’t be silly! How could you get a ship here? We’re in the middle of the countryside, on
high ground, for heaven’s sake. Any fool knows you couldn’t get a ship up here!

HENRY
Good point! - the river’s a mile away!

WINNIE
Well, the Vikings had ships. Haven’t you learnt about them at school? And they buried
them in the ground when they’d finished with them.

FRANK
What on earth’s the point of that?

WINNIE
Maybe they sort of wanted to bury things they were fond of. Like we bury people when
they’re dead.

EDITH
And I bet I know something else you don’t know. Mrs Pretty saw ghosts here, figures
standing on this mound. That’s why she had it dug up. At least, that’s what I heard.

JOAN
It’s like a horror movie!

NEVILLE
Those cars. Where do you think they’re all from?

FRANK
London. Looks like they’re important people to me.

WINNIE
Well, people are coming from the Science Museum and Cambridge University... but I was
told not to tell anyone; it's all hush hush!

JOAN
Told you - buried treasure! Must be worth a mint!

NEVILLE
Look, they’re carting away those grocery boxes!

HENRY
Let’s see where they take them!

FRANK
Watch out - the copper's going with them!

29
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Scene 3

In the Great Hall Heorot a banquet has been laid; cauldrons, drinking horns,

silver bowls, hanging textiles, etc. The monsters' heads are displayed on poles.
Hrothgar and the Thanes enter ceremoniously. Beowulf is the guest of honour.
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Interlude 3

August 1939. In the village.

NEVILLE
So what does it say? Read it out!

HENRY
'Some people expect war with Germany to break out any day now...'

EDITH
Not that! The bit about Sutton Hoo!

HENRY
'"Treasure Unearthed’ - that’s the headline.
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JOAN
Told you! Buried treasure!

FRANK
Oh do shut up! Listen...

HENRY
“...Monday 14 August 1939...°

WINNIE
That’s yesterday...

HENRY

‘...In a former Army hut, now a village hall not far from Woodbridge in Suffolk, lies one of the most
important archaeological discoveries ever made. Most of the priceless treasure - of gold and silver - is on
display here under the watchful gaze of the local constabulary, for this is where the Treasure Trove Inquest
is being held to determine the question: “whom does this treasure belong to? The Crown? Those who
found it? Or the landowner, a certain Mrs Pretty? The jury of fourteen local people...”” So it goes on.

JOAN
Don’t get it. I thought you had an inquest when somebody died in mysterious circumstances.

EDITH
I suppose this is connected with death.

NEVILLE
Why, did they find a body?

WINNIE
Mr Brown said not, but they think that somebody must have been buried in the ship once upon a time.

FRANK
So it was a ship!

HENRY
Yes - look it says here: 'What they found, of course, was only the shadow of a boat. It had left traces in the
soil; the timbers had long since gone, but it was as if the ghost of the ship remained’.

EDITH
The ghost of a ship! Told you there were ghosts!

NEVILLE
Creepy!

JOAN
Amazing!

HENRY
Anyway, it says the chap in the ship must have been a very important king.

FRANK
Just think! This place might once have been a royal palace.

WINNIE
And it’s true! - the ship was hauled all the way up from the river and then covered with a huge mound of
earth.

EDITH
So they’re going to decide today who gets the booty?

JOAN
I think it should belong to the country really. Feel it sort of belongs to everyone if it can’t belong to me,
that is.

EDITH
But nobody would have found it if it wasn’t for Mrs Pretty.

NEVILLE
True...
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Scene 4 Beowulf's homeland in Sweden, some time later
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Interlude 4

Autumn 1939. War has broken out. Winnie introduces an evacuee.

HENRY
Hello!

WINNIE
This is George, from London. Staying with us while the war’s on. Got to make him feel at home.

FRANK
This is it, George. This is where we saw these folks digging up treasure in the summer.

EDITH
Loads of it there was.

GEORGE
Yes, we saw it in the newspapers.

NEVILLE
Go on!

GEORGE
Did you really see this treasure coming out of the ground?

FRANK
Well, not exactly. Looked like rubbish, what we saw of it. Packed into grocery boxes which they
carried off...

NEVILLE
...with an armed guard.

GEORGE
Must be worth a bomb.

EDITH
Talking of which - there’s a sign over there saying -‘Bombs keep out!’

WINNIE

They're trying to keep people away. Local bobby gone off to fight. Safest way to protect the ship, they
said: put all the soil back in, so they filled it up again. Now the army have taken over - I saw guns
here the other day.

(The mention of bombs has made George unhappy.)

JOAN
Cheer up, George. Won’t be long. The war, I mean, then you can go back home.

GEORGE
Not sure they’ll be anything left at home. Mum wrote to say there’s houses down the street been
bombed. “’Don’t worry’, she said. “What is there not to worry about?’ I ask myself.

FRANK
Where’s your Dad?

GEORGE
In France somewhere, behind enemy lines when we last heard of him.

FRANK
That’s hard.

WINNIE
Mr Brown told my Dad the treasure’s in some secret place underground to protect it from the bombs.

JOAN
Maybe the London Underground where everybody sleeps.
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NEVILLE
With a giant dragon guarding it!

HENRY
I thought the treasure belonged to Mrs Pretty?

EDITH
That’s right, the inquest said it was hers to keep, but then she gave it away to the nation.

JOAN
I said that the country ought to own it.

GEORGE
Good for her, that’s what I say. Pretty generous of her!

EDITH
Ha, ha!

HENRY
Come on. Sun’s going down, it’s getting late.

Scene 5

A desolate landscape
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Nob-lest of kings, I shall as-sist you! Guard your-self with all your might!
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Beo - wulf fought with skill; he struck a blow

S =

so vio - lent

that his

L)
LA

—/

2 |

The blade snapped!
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Hur-ry, dear Wig-laf, be quick!
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gold piled high,

- a mound of pre-cious stones,

And Wig-laf found the hoard
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nor judged unjust - ly.
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(he dies)
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Interlude 5

1945.

GEORGE
Just wanted to come back up here one last time before I go home.

JOAN
Are you sure it’s safe to go back to London?

FRANK
They say the war will be over in a few weeks.

HENRY
We’ll miss you.

GEORGE
Me too.

JOAN (breaking the silence)
And we’re sorry about your dad.

GEORGE
Thanks. I somehow knew he would never come back.

NEVILLE
We’re all a bit older now.

HENRY

Funny thing is war. In one way, it’s something we shouldn’t glorify. It’s only people killing
each other and where’s the glory in that? On the other hand, people die for a cause they
believe to be just, and they give their lives for the sake of others. That needs to be honoured
in some way, doesn’t it? at least, to be respected.

EDITH
They calculate that more people will have died in this war than in all previous wars in the
history of mankind put together. All for what?

FRANK
Don’t know what it was for, all this death and destruction. I suppose the country had no
option.

JOAN
Something’s changed, England won’t be the same again.

GEORGE
I can’t really believe that death is the end of everything. I’ll never forget my dad, if you know
what I mean.

WINNIE
That’s just it! Something survives us, doesn’t it? in ways we can’t foretell. Look at this
treasure, belonged to someone very important...

NEVILLE
Well, he left something behind, whoever he was!

EDITH
And Mrs Pretty, she has died too, but she found the treasure...

HENRY
And one day people will flock to see it, in the Bristish Museum - “The Sutton Hoo Treasure’
- I mean we could travel to London ourselves couldn’t we, and have a reunion!
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FRANK
London? That’d be fun!
GEORGE
See what I mean? It’s all connected, somehow... a dead king...
WINNIE
...his treasure...
EDITH
...this place...
ALL
...us!
NEVILLE
The future’s born from the past.
JOAN
Blimey, we are getting philosophical, aren’t we? Mind if we go home? It’s tea time and
I’m starving!
Scene 6
The royal palace.
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Epllogue: A hill-top looking out to sea.
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