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BACKGROUND 
 
This play had its premiere in the Lyttelton Theatre on 18 May 2004. 
 
ALAN BENNETT 
 
Born on the 9th May 1934 in Leeds, Yorkshire, Bennett attended Leeds Modern 
school. In 1957 he graduated from Exeter College, Oxford with a first class 
degree in medieval history. He was a junior lecturer at Magdalen College, Oxford 
from 1960-62. 
 
His career has included acting, writing and directing across the stage, television, 
film and the radio, with a focus of exploring the lives of ordinary people. 
 
In his introduction to The History Boys, Bennett talks of how his own experiences 
influenced his writing the play. The school the boys attended was very much like 
his own school, although he was not to learn Irwin’s methods until his final 
exams at University. 
 
But it was the characters with which he began. In an interview for the National 
Theatre in 2005, he states that whilst the two characters of Irwin and Hector 
probably do say something about the contrasting methods of the education 
system, he simply wanted to put these two characters together a see what 
happened. 
 
When asked what he wanted audiences to take away with them in the same 
interview, Bennett answered: 
“I’d like the audience to come away wanting to spend more time in the company 
of the characters in the play. I’d like them to come away having understood and 
forgiven Hector and even Irwin. I wish I was Dakin or even Scripps but I fear the 
character closest to mine is Posner. As Nick stated the other day in rehearsals – 
I fear many of us are closest to Posner.” 
 
THE 1980s 
 
The play was set in the 1980s for a very clear reason. Since then the process of 
applying to Oxford and Cambridge has changed. Students no longer return to 
school for an extra term to prepare for their entrance exams, and it was this 
scenario that Bennett wanted to capture in The History Boys. 
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SUMMARY 
 
Act One 

- The play opens on Irwin in the present day, addressing some MPs. 
- The play is set in a boys’ grammar school in the north of England in the late 

80s.  
- Eight boys return to school for an extra term, having achieved excellent A 

Level results, to prepare for their Oxbridge entrance exams. 
- They are taught General Studies by Hector, an eccentric teacher who 

believes in education for education’s sake, and gives the boys lifts home 
on his motorbike as they take in turns on ‘pillion duty’. 

- Mrs Lintott has taught the boys for history, and furnished them well with 
the facts, but the Headmaster explains that he feels the boys need 
‘polish’ to get in to Oxford. 

- So Irwin, a young exciting ‘Oxbridge’ graduate is hired to train the boys to 
pass their exams, and is promised a permanent position should he get 
the boys places. 

- Hector is very reluctant to share lessons with Irwin, whose teaching style is 
very different. Irwin teaches the boys that they need to attract the 
attention of the examiners, by making their answers stand out from the 
crowd. But the boys are unwilling to use the quotations they have learnt in 
Hector’s classes to enhance their answers. He has told them that that 
knowledge is for not for exams, but for life. 

- We learn that Hector routinely ‘fiddles’ with the boys on their ride home, 
but this is something that the boys find amusing. We also learn of 
Posner’s longing for Dakin as he confides in Scripps. But Dakin is more 
interested in trying to sleep with the headmaster’s secretary, Fiona. 

- As Irwin tries to persuade the boys to use Hector’s knowledge, they start to 
come round to his way of working.  

- Posner takes Irwin aside after one lesson to confide in him about his 
feelings for Dakin. 

- Hector is appalled to hear of how Irwin plans for the boys to use his 
teachings. But when he is called into the headmaster’s office and 
informed that he has been seen by the head’s wife touching one of the 
boys on his motorbike, he must concede to sharing his lessons with Irwin, 
and leave the school at the end of the year. 

 
Act Two 

- The second act opens on Irwin in the 1990s, presenting a historical 
television show from an abbey. Posner appears, and we learn of a piece 
he has written about Irwin, Hector and ‘the history boys’. He asks Irwin to 
sign a book for him. 

- Back at school, we see that the boys have moved over to Irwin’s way of 
thinking, over that of Hector. He has lost them. 

- In a shared lesson, the class discusses the Holocaust and the boys are split 
between Irwin’s detachment and Hector’s shock. 

- In the practice interviews the boys have with their teachers, Rudge seems 
behind the rest of the boys. And yet, on the boys return to school, we 
learn that they have all achieved places. Rudge’s father used to be a 
scout at Christchurch and on hearing this, they give him a place. 
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- Dakin and Irwin are alone in a classroom. Irwin confesses he went to 
Bristol, and only studied at Oxford for his teaching diploma. Dakin flirts 
with Irwin, and they arrange a date for the following week. At the end of 
school, the headmaster interrupts Dakin getting a lift home with Hector 
and insists Irwin rides with him instead. 

- The motorbike crashes. Hector is killed and Irwin loses the use of his legs. 
- In the closing moments of the play, we learn what has become of each of 

the boys, who have all found success in their own way, apart from Posner. 
He has a nervous breakdown and becomes a recluse. 

- We see to boys and their teachers arranged into a school photograph, 
where Hector delivers the final lines of the play, telling the boys that all he 
wanted to teach them was to ‘pass it on’. 
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CHARACTERS 
 
Alan Bennett often maintains that for him, the characters of The History Boys 
are more interesting than the themes. 
 
HECTOR is an eccentric English teacher who is close to retirement. He prides 
himself in not teaching to an exam, or any prescribed path. He teaches his 
students to learn by heart, driven by a belief in the pursuit of knowledge for its 
own sake. He is met with different reactions, with Mrs Lintott describing him as 
‘a true original’ and the Headmaster ‘a loose cannon’. He is known for allowing 
his emotions to effect his teaching. 
 
IRWIN is a young history teacher, employed for his innovative approach to 
education. The antithesis of Hector, he believes that education is for now, and 
teaches an approach which subverts facts to find an original and interesting 
argument. He believes in presentation, and history as performance.  
 
MRS LINTOTT is a ‘traditional’ History teacher, and teaches plainly stated facts 
to allow her students to pass their exams. She gets excellent results, and does 
not allow her emotions to interfere with her teaching. She comments that as the 
only woman on the staff, she is often overlooked, and this clearly frustrates her, 
as shown by her outburst during the boys’ mock interviews. 
 
THE HEADMASTER is a typical headmaster, concerned with league tables, and 
getting students into Oxbridge. His understanding of the arts is limited. 
 
POSNER is a quiet Jewish boy who loves singing, from show tunes to hymns and 
is in love with Dakin. 
 
DAKIN is a very attractive boy, who is very aware of it. Despite having both 
Posner and eventually Irwin interested in him, he is only interested in Fiona, the 
Headmaster’s secretary. Nonetheless, he enjoys indulging Irwin’s desires. 
 
SCRIPPS is currently predisposed with exploring his Christianity, is a budding 
writer, and often records events in is notebook. He is Posner’s confident.  
 
RUDGE is a star rugby player whose ability surprises everyone. He finds Irwin’s 
ways difficult due to his straightforward nature. 
 
AKTHAR is happy to get involved in the class‘s testing of Irwin and is a Muslim. 
 
CROWTHER is a keen actor and friends with Lockwood. 
 
TIMMS is the joker of the pack and often subject to a whack from Hector as a 
result. 
 
LOCKWOOD is a shrewd film buff, interested in politics. 
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THEMES 
 
Alan Bennett has written an exploratory play that asks lots of questions. As such 
it is hard to identify single themes, but along with poetry and history, here are a 
couple of recurring topics. 
 
HOPE AND FAILURE 
We are presented in The History Boys with a group of young men with their 
whole lives ahead of them. Theirs is a life of hope and possibility. But Hector and 
Lintott, in stark contrast, present figures of disappointment and failure. Hector 
advises Irwin not to teach, citing his fatigue and indifference, and Lintott 
laments her dispiriting experience as a woman.  
Posner’s future holds failure; after being awarded a scholarship to Cambridge, 
he drops out and becomes a recluse, suffering ‘periodic breakdowns’. The 
loneliness of Posner and Hector comes together in the poignant Drummer 
Hodge scene, as Hector reaches out to Posner across the table. 
Richard Eyre (former artistic director of the national theatre) once described 
Bennett’s writing as ‘‘all about unrealised hope and defeated expectations’’. 
 
HECTOR’S FIDDLING 
This is a topic handled very interestingly in Bennett’s writing. A potentially 
sinister theme, Hector’s interfering with the boys is handled with humour, and 
the boys voluntary involvement makes it less troublesome for the audience. The 
image of it all happening on a motorbike increases the humorous nature of the 
act. 
 
HEARTACHE/LONELINESS 
Many of the characters of the play struggle with matters of the heart; from 
Dakin’s offensive towards Fiona’s ‘Western Front’ to Irwin and Posner’s 
homosexuality and yearning for Dakin, and Hector’s apparent loneliness. Whilst 
this is a common theme for an adolescent finding their way, we see some 
interesting parallels emerging between students and teachers that bring us 
some of the most poignant moments of the play.

Suggested task: 
 
Questions: 

- How does Bennett effectively convey feelings of failure amongst 
the characters in The History Boys? 

- How does the play make you feel about Hector’s ‘fiddling’? Does it 
successfully replace shock with humour? How and to what extent 
does Bennett achieve this? 
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POETRY AND STYLES OF TEACHING 
 
The vast quantity of quotations and references in The History Boys have the 
potential to add great depth to the characters and relationships we see in the 
play. The boys will often use their bank of knowledge to express themselves, 
especially when dealing with the more difficult matters of the heart, drawing out 
some of the underlying themes of the play, like homosexuality. This is ironic, 
considering their initial reluctance to use this knowledge to help them in their 
exams. 
 
In the Drummer Hodge scene in particular, we see how poetry has the power to 
reach out to two apparently different characters, and bring them together 
through their loneliness.  
 
Hector has a controversial approach to teaching poetry. He encourages the boys 
to learn the poetry by heart, seeing it as knowledge ‘for life’, and not just for 
exams. For Hector, poetry is a way of making sense of life, and we see this 
perhaps most clearly as he discusses compound adjectives with Posner. 
 
Irwin however believes that Hector’s ‘gobbets’ are the perfect tools for the boys 
to produce original and exciting answers in their exams. This offends Hector 
greatly, but as the play goes on we see the boys’ reluctance to betray his sacred 
words fail, as they come round to Irwin’s way of thinking. 
 
POETRY REFERENCED IN THE HISTORY BOYS 
 
POET REFERENCED QUOTATIONS 
W. H. Auden 
(1907 - 1973) 
 

p23 (Hector), 
p36 (Irwin), 
p38 
(Lockwood, 
Dakin, Irwin) 

Letters from Iceland (1937) 
Letter to Lord Byron 
"Let each child that's in your care (Hector) 
have as much neurosis that the child can bear." 
(Mrs Lintott) - p23 
 
Musee des Beaux Arts (1938) 
"About suffering, they were never wrong," 
"The Old Masters ... how it takes place" 
"While someone else is eating or opening a 
window ..." – p36 (Timms) 
Lay your sleeping head, my love (a.k.a) 
Lullaby (1937) 
"Lay your sleeping head, my love 
Human on my faithless arm." – p38 (Dakin) 

Rupert Brooke 
(1887 - 1915) 

p54 (Posner) 

 

1914 (1914) 
V. The Soldier 
"There's some corner of a foreign field... 
In that rich earth a richer dust concealed..." - 
p54 (Posner) 

Frances  Poems (1910) 
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Cornford 
(1886-1960) 

On Rupert Brooke 
"Magnificently unprepared 
For the long littleness of life." p92 (Hector) 

T. S. Eliot 
(1888 - 1965) 
 

p45 (Scripps) Poems (1920) 
Gerontion 
"After such knowledge, what forgiveness?" – 
p51 (Hector) 
"I am an old man in a dry month." - p66 
(Hector) 
Mr. Eliot's Sunday Morning Service 
"A painter of the Umbrian school 
Designed upon a gesso ground 
The nimbus of the Baptized God. 
The wilderness is cracked and browned 
But through the water pale and thin 
Still shine the unoffending feet 
And there above the painter set 
The Father and the Paraclete." - pp45-46 
(Scripps) 

Thomas Hardy  
(1840 –1928) 
 

p54 (Posner), 
p55 (Hector, 
Posner) 

 

Drummer Hodge (1899) - p54 (Posner) 
"They throw in Drummer Hodge, to rest 
Uncoffined -- just as found: 
His landmark is a kopje-crest 
That breaks the veldt around: 
And foreign constellations west 
Each night above his mound. 
Young Hodge the drummer never knew -- 
Fresh from his Wessex home -- 
The meaning of the broad Karoo, 
The Bush, the dusty loam, 
And why uprose to nightly view 
Strange stars amid the gloam. 
Yet portion of that unknown plain 
Will Hodge for ever be; 
His homely Northern breast and brain 
Grow to some Southern tree, 
And strange-eyed constellations reign 
His stars eternally." - p54 (Posner) 

A E Houseman 
(1859 – 
1936) 

p5 (Akthar, 
Hector), p44 
(Posner) 

"All knowledge is precious whether or not it 
serves the slightest human use" p5 (Hector) 
A Shropshire Lad (1896) 
II  (a.k.a) Loveliest of trees the cherry now 
- mentioned p5 (Hector) 
XXXI (a.k.a) On Wenlock Edge The Wood's 
In Trouble 
"The tree of man was never quiet: 
Then 'twas the Roman, now 'tis I." - p52 
(Hector) 
Last Poems (1922) 
XXXV 
"To think that two and two are four 
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And never five nor three 
The heart of man has long been sore 
And long 'tis like to be." – p52 (Hector) 

Rudyard 
Kipling (1865 
– 1936) 

p26 (Irwin) Epitaphs of the War (1914 - 1918) 
Common From 
"If any question why we died, 
Tell them because our fathers lied." - p26 
(Irwin) 

Philip Larkin 
(1922 - 1985) 
 

p11 (Irwin, 
Headmaster), 
p51 (Hector), 
p55 (Hector) 

The Whitsun Weddings (1964) 
-MCMXIV 
"Those long uneven lines 
Standing patiently 
As if they were stretched outside 
The Oval or Villa Park, 
The crowns of hats, the sun 
On moustached archaic faces 
Grinning as if it were all 
An August Bank Holiday lark (Scripps) 
Never such innocence, 
Never before or since, 
As changed itself to past 
Without a word (Lockwood) the men 
Leaving the gardens tidy, (Akthar) 
The thousands of marriages 
Lasting a little while longer: (Posner) 
Never such innocence again." (Timms) – p27 

John Milton 
(1608 – 
1674) 

 Samson Agonistes (1671) 
"Nothing is here for tears, nothing to wail." line 
1724 - p66 (Hector) 

Wilfred Owen 
(1893 - 1918) 

p24 (Dakin), 
p26 (Irwin), 
p98 (Rudge) 

Anthem for Doomed Youth (1916) 
"these who die as cattle" (Wilfred Owen) 
"men were dying like cattle," - allusion p24 
(Dakin) 

Siegfried 
Sassoon 
(1886 - 1967) 

p26 (Irwin)    

 

 

Stevie Smith 
(1902 - 1971) 

p39 
(Lockwood) 
 

Voices against England in the night 
"England you have been here too long 

And the songs you sing now are the songs you 
sung 
On an earlier day, now they are wrong." - p39 
(Lockwood) 
Not Waving but Drowning (1957) – 
mentioned p39 (Lockwood) 

Walt Whitman 
(1819 - 1892) 

p32 (Hector) 

 

Leaves of Grass (1855) – mentioned p32 
(Hector) 
-Now Finale to the Shore 
The untold want by life and land ne'er granted 
Now Voyager, sail thou forth to seek and find." - 
p32 (Hector) 
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Suggested task: 
 
Distribute these different poets and/or extracts amongst your class. Ask 
them in small groups or alone to research each poet or poem from which 
the extract comes, and discuss their relevance to the themes of the play – 
why do they think that Bennett has included this particular person and 
their work? 
 

Form period/PSCHE activity: careers, aspirations and scholarship. 
 
Questions: students could discuss or debate these topics, or prepare 
presentations in groups selling each opinion. 
 
Who would you rather be taught by, Irwin or Hector? 
Do you believe that education should aim to prepare you for life, or just to 
pass your exams? 
How could wider reading and an additional interest in your subjects 
outside of what you learn in the classroom help you later in life? Think 
about: 

- applying for university 
- getting a job 
- social life 
- character 
- relationships 

Some of these benefits would be supported by Hector, and some by Irwin, 
which do you think are most important and how? 
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HISTORY  
 
Alan Bennett has said that he did not set out to make Irwin a journalist or spin 
doctor, but he just emerged that way. In his approach to history, Bennett asks 
some interesting questions about the role of the historian, particularly in the 
shared lesson on the Holocaust. Irwin teaches the boys to be objective, play with 
the facts, and find the ‘untrodden ground’, something that shocks Hector, and 
initially some of the boys. Mrs Lintott, on the other hand, has only ever been 
occupied by the facts. 
 
REFERENCES TO HISTORY IN THE HISTORY BOYS 
 

 

 
 
 

WWI mentioned p15,24 
-‐ Battle of Ypres WWI – mentioned/short re-enactment p15 
-‐ Treaty of Versailles - mentioned p24, 81, alluded to p85 
-‐ Sir Douglas Haig – mentioned p24 
-‐ Hitler – mentioned p24,25 
-‐ The Cenotaph – mentioned p25 
-‐ The Last Post – mentioned p25 
-‐ Passchendaele – mentioned p25, used in ‘Fiona Western-Front” 

metaphor p28 
-‐ The Somme - mentioned p25 
-‐ The Unknown Soldier – mentioned p25 
-‐ The Hun (German Army) - mentioned p28 
-‐ The Western Front - mentioned p81 
-‐ The Armistice - mentioned p81 

	  

The Weimar Republic mentioned p24, 81 
WWII mentioned p70, 72 

-‐ Hitler - mentioned p72 
-‐ Stalin – mentioned p98 
-‐ Nazis - mentioned p73 
-‐ The Holocaust –discussed p70-74, mentioned p 78, 79, 96 
-‐ Auschwitz – mentioned p71 
-‐ Dachau - mentioned p71 
-‐ Chamberlain – mentioned p90 
-‐ Chamberlain resigning as Prime Minister – mentioned p90 
-‐ Churchill – mentioned p90 
-‐ Lord Halifax – mentioned p90 
-‐ Hitler’s Invasion of Poland – mentioned p89 
-‐ Hitler’s turning on Russia – mentioned p90 
-‐ Alamenin – mentioned p 90 
-‐ Montgomery - mentioned p 90 
-‐ General Gott - mentioned p 90 
-‐ Pearl Harbour –mentioned p35 
-‐ President F.D.Roosevelt name dropped p35 
-‐ Dunkirk – mentioned p89 

The British National Front – mentioned p34	  
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Suggested Tasks 
Ask your class if they agree with the statements made on pages 23-27 
and 71-74, and to be critical about what is being said. 
 
Ask your class to research the Wittgenstein quotation on page 71: 
‘Whereof one cannot speak thereof one must be silent’, and ask if they 
agree with that statement with regards to the various wars they have 
studied. 
 
Ask your class if they can come up with an interesting an original 
argument for the following questions: 

- Were the impacts of WWI largely positive or negative? 
- What were the causes of WWII? 
- Why did Adolf Hitler carry out the acts that he did? 

 
Questions for discussion/debate: 
Do you believe we can ever truly be impartial in matters of history? 
Do you think we should strive to be detached as historians? 
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DRAMATIC DEVICES  
 
It is important to remember that The History Boys is a play, and therefore when 
we read it, we need to think of the effect that Bennett’s decisions are having on 
the audience. Below are a few of the dramatic techniques that are employed in 
The History Boys for maximum effect on the audience. 
 
COMEDY 
 
TRAGEDY 
 
CHARACTERISATION 
 
EMPATHY AND AUDIENCE EFFECT 
 
STAGE DIRECTIONS 
 
MUSIC 
 
POETRY AND PERFORMANCE 
 
DIRECT ADDRESS 
 
RELATIONSHIPS  
 
SYMBOLISM 
 
DRAMATIC IRONY 
 
CONTRAST 
 
SUSPENSE 
 

Suggested task: 
 

- Divide the class into pairs or groups. Give each group one of the 
above dramatic devices. Ask them to produce a presentation that 
shows how Bennett employs their selected device to create 
effective scenes, moments and/or relationships. They may choose 
one particularly effective scene, or try and draw examples from 
throughout the play, depending on the type of question they are 
preparing for. 
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LANGUAGE 
 
In The History Boys, Hector and his class take pride in their use of the English 
language. As such, their speech is often full of literary techniques and terms, and 
brimming with complex language. Below is a short glossary of terms used in the 
play. 
 
GLOSSARY 
 
Apotheosis the perfect example 
Compound adjective formed when two or more adjectives are put together to 
modify the same noun for  
Diffidence hesitant, lacking self-confidence 
Eponymous Of the titular name, in this case the navel orange  
Euphemism The substitution of an inoffensive or indirect expression for one 
that may cause offense 
Histrionics Theatrical performances, deliberate display of emotion for effect 
Otiose futile, lacking use or effect 
Subjunctive is a verb tense used for talking about events that are not certain 
to happen 
 
USEFUL LITERARY TERMS 
 
Allegory A story that can be interpreted to have a hidden meaning. 
Alliteration A repeated sound at the beginning of consecutive words. 
Allusion An expression that calls something to mind without mentioning it 
explicitly. 
Analogy A comparison between two things, based on a characteristic similarity 
between them. 
Anecdote A short and often amusing account of an event. 
Antithesis Something that is the direct opposite of another thing. 
Aphorism A brief statement used to convey a general truth. 
Archetype A very typical example of a person or thing. 
Bathos Anticlimax caused by a change in mood to triviality/ridiculousness.   
Cliché An overused turn of phrase. 
Connotation An idea or feeling that a word invokes beyond its meaning. 
Consonance Agreement between opinions or actions. 
Double entendre A word or phrase with two interpretations, one of which is 
usually risqué or indecent. 
Epithet A word or phrase attached to someone’s name to describe their 
characteristics. 
Foreshadowing A warning or indication of a future event. 
Hyperbole Exaggerated statements or claims. 
Idiom Terms whose general use gives them a different meaning to that of the 
words used e.g. ‘raining cats and dogs’. 
Irony  
Juxtaposition Two words placed close together with contrasting effect. 
Metaphor Describing something as if it were something else for effect. 
Oxymoron A figure of speech in which apparently opposite terms are used 
together. 
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Paradox A statement that may contain truth but seems contradictory e.g. ‘I am 
nobody’. 
Pun A joke which plays on the different possible meanings of words. 
Satire Use of humour to criticise stupidity. 
Simile Describing one thing as ‘like’ or ‘as’ another. 
Synecdoche A figure of speech where a part is used to represent the whole. 
Understatement  Presenting something as less important than it really is. 
  

Suggested tasks: 
 

- Choose your favourite line from the play. Use as many of the terms 
above to explain why the line is effective. 

- Select a passage from the play and annotate it with as many 
literary devices as you can, explaining how each has been used for 
effect. 

- Choose one character and analyse how they use language. Some 
good choices might be Hector, Irwin, Dakin or Mrs Lintott. Choose 
three speeches that best show their characteristic use of language 
and write a paragraph analysing each. Then team up with someone 
who has a different character and compare how they each use 
language.  Hector vs. Irwin, for example. 
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ENGLISH LITERATURE QUESTIONS 
 
A LEVEL – AQA A 
 
Explore how Bennett presents Dakin’s attitudes towards life. 
In your answer you should consider: 
- Bennett’s language choices 
- dramatic techniques. 
-  
How does Bennett present Hector? 
Choose two or three extracts to explore in detail. 
In your answer you should consider:  
- Bennett’s language choices 
- dramatic techniques. 
-  
Explore how Bennett portrays Posner. 
In your answer you should consider: 
- Bennett’s language choices 
- dramatic techniques. 
 
How does Bennett present Irwin’s relationship with the boys? 
Choose two or three extracts to explore in detail. 
In your answer you should consider: 
- Bennett’s language choices 
- dramatic techniques. 

 
***** 

 
Imagine that Scripps keeps a journal in which he records his thoughts and 
feelings. Write an entry for this journal shortly after the events on pages 63–77 
(from: ‘Classroom. Hector is in sombre and distracted mood.’ to ‘Scripps: We 
must hope so. Perhaps it will turn me into Proust.’).  
In this entry, Scripps reflects on Hector’s behaviour and on the first lesson with 
Irwin. 
You should give careful consideration to your language choices and style, which 
should achieve a sense of Scripps’s voice. 
 
Imagine that, later in life, Rudge writes his autobiography. Write a section from 
this 
autobiography which covers his final year at school. 
You should give careful consideration to your language choices and style, which 
should achieve a sense of Rudge’s voice. 
 
Imagine that an old boys’ reunion is held at the school a few years after the 
events in the play. Write the speech that the Headmaster makes at this reunion 
in which he talks about his ideas on education and reflects on the contributions 
of past teachers. 
You should give careful consideration to your language choices and style, which 
should achieve a sense of the Headmaster’s voice. 
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Imagine that Hector keeps a journal in which he records his thoughts and 
feelings. 
Write an entry for this journal in which he reflects on Irwin and his approach to 
teaching. You should give careful consideration to your language choices and 
style, which should achieve a sense of Hector’s voice. 
 

***** 
 
GCSE – OCR 
 
With reference to the passage beginning ‘Hector: Good. Very good. Your 
thoughts?’ and ending ‘Dakin and Posner wondering’: 
Explore the ways in which Bennett makes this such a moving moment in the 
play. 
 
With reference to the passage beginning ‘Timms: Where do you live, sir’ and 
ending ‘Posner: It’s just that he doesn’t like to be interrupted, sir.’: 
Explore the ways in which Bennett makes this such an entertaining and 
significant moment in the play. 
 
With reference to the pages 88-91 answer: 
How does Bennett make this such a moving moment in the play? 
 
With reference to the extract from ‘Mrs Lintott: Ah, Rudge’ and ending ‘Rudge: 
It’s cutting edge, miss. It really is’ answer: 
How does Bennett make this conversation between Rudge and Mrs Lintott such 
and entertaining and revealing moment in the play? 
 
 

***** 
 
How far does Bennett’s portrayal of Irwin convince you that he is a good 
teacher? Remember to support your ideas with details from the play. 
 
How does Bennett’s portrayal of Scripps contribute to the dramatic impact of the 
play? Remember to support your ideas with details from the play. 
 
How does Bennett make Rudge such a memorable and significant character in 
the play? Remember to support your ideas with details from the play. 
 
How does Bennett make the Headmaster’s relationships with the teachers such 
an entertaining and significant part of the play? Remember to support your 
ideas with details from the play. 
 
 

***** 
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GCSE – WJEC 
 
(i) Read the extract beginning ‘Irwin: So we arrive..’ and ending ‘Irwin: Poetry is 
good up to a point. Adds flavour.’ Then answer the following question: 
 
 What do you think of the way Irwin speaks and behaves here? Give reasons for 
what you say and remember to support your answer with words and phrases 
from the extract. [10] 
 
Either, 
 
(ii) Write about the boy in The History Boys for whom you have the most 
sympathy.  
Explain why you have the most sympathy for him. [20+4] 
 
Or, 
(iii) What impression of education do you get from the play The History Boys? 
[20+4] 
 Think about: 
    • the school the boys attend; 
    • the teachers; 
    • the boys’ hopes and ambitions; 
    • anything else you think important. 
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IN THE REHEARSAL ROOM 
 
THE WARM UP has two purposes; to give the company energy and focus for the 
coming rehearsal. We therefore try and complete activities that are a mixture of 
both. 
 
FOUR SQUARE 
Set up a large square grid divided into four equally sized squares, numbered 1-4. 
This could be marked with tape or chalk. The aim of the game is to get to the 
number 1 or King square, and stay there. The four players bounce a ball between 
each other. If the ball bounces in your square, you must hit it with your hand into 
someone else’s square.  
The person in the King square always serves. If you allow the ball to bounce 
more than once in your square, miss the ball when it has bounced in your square 
or fail to bounce it in someone else’s square, then you are out. Everyone still in 
moves up a square, from 4 to 3 to 2 to 1 to fill the space you have left. You then 
either move to number 4 square, or if there are more than four players, join the 
waiting queue while someone else enters the number 4 square. 
For more people, the game can be played with 9 squares, with the King square 
in the middle. 
 
ZIP, ZAP, BOING 
The group stands in a circle. The aim of the game is to pass an imaginary ball of 
energy around the room, with that energy growing as it goes. The energy can be 
passed in three ways: 
Zip: Hands are clapped together and pointed at the person next to you to pass 
the energy around the circle. 
Zap: Hands are clapped together and pointed at a person across the circle from 
you, who has the next move. 
Boing: Hands are raised either side of the head, and the energy is bounced back 
at the person who passed it to you, reversing the direction of the zip. 
Each word and action must be loud, big and energetic. 
 
CATCH/CATEGORIES 
The group stands in a circle and chooses a category. One person starts with the 
ball, passing it to another member of the group while saying a word from that 
category. This continues until everybody has had the ball once, and it returns to 
the person who started. The group must then try and remember and repeat the 
sequence of passes. Different balls and categories can be added and run 
simultaneously to make the game more complex, if the group are finding it easy. 
For a group of strangers, a good first round could be names. 
 
COUNT TO 20 
The group stand in a circle and attempt to count to twenty as a group. Only one 
person can speak at a time, and if any two or more people say the same 
number, someone in the group must start again from one. 
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THE FIRST STAGE of the rehearsal process is a read through of the play, and 
some time for the actors to explore their characters. They may use the following 
activities: 
 
HOTSEATING 
In character, an actor sits on a chair in front of the group. The group take it I 
turns to ask questions which must be answered in character. These may be 
trivial questions like ‘what’s your favourite food’, or deeper questions about their 
history, or relationships with other characters. The aim is to allow the actor to 
embody their character, and explore it in more depth. 
 
INTENTIONS/SUPER-INTENTIONS 
Actors are encouraged to try and find the one thing that their character most 
wants to achieve through the course of the play. This ‘super-intention’ must then 
inform every action or decision their character makes as the play goes on. The 
same process can happen on a smaller scale, with an intention found for each 
individual scene. What does the character go into the scene wanting from the 
other characters? How does what they do or say in that scene help them towards 
achieving their goal? What or who is standing in their way? 
 
INTERVIEWING EACH OTHER/ RELATIONSHIP HISTORIES 
Some characters in the play will have shared histories or experiences that are 
mentioned or alluded to in the text. It is important that everyone on in the 
company has a clear picture of what has happened in their lives, so some pairs 
or groups of actors may get together early on in the rehearsal process to discuss 
these histories, and make shared decisions as to what their past and 
relationships may involve. 
 
THE SCENES can then be put on their feet, and the director can start to think 
about 'blocking'. Their are some activities that can help with this: 
 
STATUS GAMES 

1) The group walks around the room, being careful to fill any spaces that 
open up, to fill the whole room. Each member of the group is encouraged 
to physically embody their character, pushing the energy level of their 
physicality from 1 (very subtle) to 5 (very extreme). They should be 
encouraged to think about pace, level, habits and ticks. Once they feel 
comfortable in their physicality, they should begin to greet the people that 
they meet, thinking about how they feel when greeting other members of 
the group – comfortable, bold, or shy and scared? 

2) The group should then be encouraged to gradually organise themselves 
into line from lowest to highest status, based on their interactions with 
each other. 

 
EXPLORING THE SPACE 
When you have an idea of what the space will look like, ask each character to 
spend some time exploring each space/room. As they should think about whose 
space it is, and any physical difficulties the space presents. They can then 
identify where in the room they feel is a ‘safe’ space for them, and where is 
more uncomfortable. Their interactions with the space and other people are key 
to creating natural blocking for the play.
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CONTACT INFORMATION 
 
If you are interested in booking a workshop in your school, delivered by Sell A 
Door Theatre Company, or you would like to receive further educational 
resources from the company, please contact: 
 
Anna Fox 
Creative Learning, Writing and Development Director 
Email: anna@selladoor.com 
Tel: 020 3355 8567 
Mob: 07792317701 
 
 
WORKSHOP FRAMEWORKS WE OFFER: 
 
- A session focusing on the early stages of the rehearsal process, building a 

character by thinking about physicality, status and intention, and using the 
characters from The History Boys to ask how we differentiate between 
characters, based on Bennett’s representations. 

- A session focused on staging, with activities looking at the use and 
importance of space, images and the body in creating an interesting 
production. 

- The opportunity for groups of students to develop scenes from the play, 
employing various dramatic techniques introduced during the session. 

- A creative writing session, where participants are encouraged to use the text 
as a stimulus for their own work, looking at style, form and language. 

 
These frameworks can be adapted to suit you school’s curriculum needs. If you 
would like your workshop to have a different focus, please do contact us and we 
will let you know if this is possible. 
 
Workshops usually last an hour, but longer or multiple workshops can also be 
arranged where possible. 
 
A quote for the cost of your workshop(s) will be drawn up on contact depending 
on the individual requirements of your school.  
 
 
PRAISE FOR PREVIOUS WORKSHOPS: 
 
“The children had an absolutely great time! The specific planning for the day was 
fantastic” 
 
“I just wish we had these guys every week to help manage our performances!!” 
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TOUR DATES 
 
SOUTHEND, Palace Theatre 
26 Jan – 31 Jan | www.southendtheatres.org.uk  
COVENTRY, Belgrade Theatre 
3 Feb – 7 Feb | www.belgrade.co.uk 
BRIGHTON, Theatre Royal 
9 Feb – 14 Feb | www.atgtickets.com/venues/theatre-royal-brighton 
HULL, New Theatre 
16 Feb – 21 Feb | www.hullcc.gov.uk/hullnewtheatre 
BIRMINGHAM, New Alexandra Theatre 
23 Feb – 28 Feb | www.atgtickets.com/venues/new-alexandra-theatre-
birmingham 
WINCHESTER, Theatre Royal 
2 Mar – 7 Mar | www.theatreroyalwinchester.co.uk 
EDINBURGH, Kings Theatre 
17 Mar – 21 Mar | www.edtheatres.com 
IPSWICH, The New Wolsey Theatre 
23 Mar – 28 Mar | www.wolseytheatre.co.uk 
CHELTENHAM, Everyman Theatre 
31 Mar – 4 April | www.everymantheatre.org.uk 
BLACKPOOL, The Grand 
14 April – 18 April | www.blackpoolgrand.co.uk  
PORTSMOUTH, Kings Theatre 
22 April – 25 April | www.kings-southsea.com 
LONDON, Bromley Churchill Theatre 
27 April – 2 May | www.atgtickets.com/venues/the-churchill-theatre-bromley 
CREWE Lyceum Theatre 
5 May – 9 May | www.crewelyceum.co.uk  
DERRY, Millennium Forum 
12 May – 16 May | www.millenniumforum.co.uk 
EXETER, Northcott Theatre 
26 May – 30 May | www.exeternorthcott.co.uk 
SWINDON, Wyvern Theatre 
1 June – 6 June | www.swindontheatres.co.uk 
YORK, Opera House 
8 June – 14 June | www.atgtickets.com/venues/grand-opera-house-york 
WORCESTERSHIRE, Malvern Theatre 
23 June – 27 June | www.malvern-theatres.co.uk 
 
 
WORKS REFERENCED IN THE PRODUCTION OF THIS EDUCATION PACK: 
National Theatre History Boys Education Packs, 2006 & 2007 


