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This play had its premiere in the National’s
Lyttelton Theatre on 18 May 2004.

A second production opened in the Lyttelton
Theatre on 23 September 2005, before going
on UK tour.

The original cast took the production on tour
to Hong King, Australia and New Zealand,
before arriving at the Broadhurst Theatre on
Broadway on 23 April 2006.

The 2006 UK touring production opens at
Birmingham Rep on 31 August 2006, from
which it tours to:
Nottingham Theatre Royal, 
Warwick Arts Centre, 
Bradford Alhambra, 
Hull New Theatre, 
King’s Theatre, Edinburgh, 
His Majesty’s Theatre, Aberdeen, 
Grand Opera House, Belfast, 
Venue Cymru, Llandudno, 
New Theatre, Cardiff 
and the Lowry, Salford. 

Past programmes for the production,
containing full cast information, photographs
and articles by Alan Bennett and by Simon
Schama, are available to purchase from all the
tour venues and from the National Theatre’s
Bookshop. 
T: 020 7452 3456 F: 020 7452 3457
E: bookshop@nationaltheatre.org.uk
W: nationaltheatre.org.uk
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BRIEF SUMMARY
In a Northern town in the late 1980s, eight boys
are being groomed for Oxbridge [Oxford or
Cambridge Universities]. Hector, the eccentric
English master, teaches the boys poetry that he
hopes will prepare them for the ‘long littleness
of life’. But the league-table-obsessed
Headmaster is not willing to leave them in
Hector’s hands alone, and to complement him
and the much put-upon history teacher Mrs
Lintott, the Head employs Mr Irwin, a young
teacher with a unique view on history, and how
to get into Oxbridge.

As if soaking up Auden, Housman and
understanding the causes of the Second World
War weren’t taxing enough, the boys have also
to try and unravel their emerging sexualities,
and discover what school, university and
education are really about.

The play

Steven Webb and 
Philip Correia

photo Manuel Harlan
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We see Irwin in the present day, briefing 
some MPs.

A boys’ grammar school in the north of England
in the late 80s. Having achieved excellent A-
Level results, the eight boys arrive back at
school in September in order to prepare for the
Oxford and Cambridge entrance exams in
December. Mr Hector, the eccentric English
teacher, takes the boys for what the
Headmaster calls “General Studies” but Hector
prefers to call “A Waste Of Time”.

The Headmaster discusses the boys with
History teacher Mrs Lintott, and suggests that,
as well as learning the facts as she has taught
them, the boys need polish to get through the
entrance exams. All the teachers agree that this
year’s group are their best chance of getting
students into Oxford or Cambridge.

The Headmaster has hired a young teacher, Mr
Irwin, to come and teach the boys how to pass
the exams. Irwin says he was at Jesus College,
Oxford. The Head promises Irwin a permanent 

position if he can improve the school’s
standing by getting the boys into the
universities.

The Head asks Mr Hector to give Mr Irwin some
of his class time, and Hector flatly refuses. Mr
Hector gives one of the boys, Scripps, a lift
home on his motorbike.

Mr Irwin explains to the boys that though they
have all the right answers to questions on
history, their writing lacks interest, and will not
attract the attention of someone marking their
entrance exam papers. We learn that when he
gives boys a lift home, Mr Hector routinely
touches their genitals. The boys find this
amusing.

Mr Irwin continues trying to show the boys how
to liven up their essays. They quote poetry that
they have learned in Mr Hector’s lessons.
Posner is in love with another boy, Dakin, but
Dakin is more concerned with trying to have
sex with Fiona, the Headmaster’s secretary.

Mr Hector explains that the poetry he teaches
in his classes is not for exams, but for life.

The boys begin to grasp Irwin’s style of history.
And Irwin realises that what the boys have
learned with Hector might be helpful in making
their work more interesting.

Posner tells Irwin about his feelings for Dakin.

Irwin talks to Hector about how his teaching
might help the boys in the exam. Hector is
offended that poetry and philosophy should be
seen as a tool to get through an exam, rather
than as preparation for life.

The Headmaster summons Hector to his office.
The Head’s wife has seen Hector on his
motorbike, inappropriately touching a boy he is
taking home. The Head suggests that as
Hector is nearing retirement anyway, he should
see the term out and then leave quietly. In the
meantime he must share his lessons with Irwin.

INTERVAL

Synopsis

Ben Barnes
photo Manuel Harlan
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We see Irwin, now in the 1990s, filming  a TV
history programme on location. Posner arrives
– he has written something for a newspaper
regarding Irwin, Hector and the ‘History Boys’.

Back at school in the 80s, and the boys are now
more Irwin’s than Hector’s. Hector is deeply
unhappy.

Irwin and Hector share a lesson, during which
they and the boys discuss the Holocaust.
Hector expresses his dislike of Irwin’s sense of
detachment in discussing the Holocaust. The
boys’ opinions are divided.

The three teachers lead mock interviews with
the boys. Of all the boys, it seems certain
Rudge will not get in.

The boys go to Oxford and Cambridge for their
interviews and exams. All of them are
accepted, including Rudge. His father was a
college servant in the 1950s, and once the

college realised this, they instantly offered
Rudge a place. 

Dakin talks with Irwin, who confesses he
actually studied in Bristol, and was only at
Oxford to do a teaching diploma. Dakin
propositions Irwin, and they make a date for the
following week. Hector is going to give Dakin a
lift home, but the Headmaster intercedes, and
suggests Hector take Irwin instead.

There is a crash, Hector is killed and Irwin loses
the use of his legs. We hear what becomes of
each of the boys – they are all happy and
successful except Posner, who has a nervous
breakdown at university and becomes a
recluse. Hector explains that all he ever wanted
to do was to ‘pass it on’. 

Synopsis

Orlando Wells (Irwin)

photo Manuel Harlan
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Alan Bennett describes in his preface to 
the play script and in the interview below, 
how, for him, characters are more interesting
than themes, and are the starting point 
for his plays. At the heart of The History Boys
are four characters, all with contrasting
outlooks on teaching and school.

HECTOR is an eccentric English teacher, close
to retirement. He is described as both ‘an
original’ (by Mrs Lintott) and as ‘a loose
cannon’ (by the Headmaster). His teaching
methods do not follow a prescribed path, and
are not concerned with analytical techniques.
He is not concerned as to whether the boys
understand his subject, merely that they will
have learnt by heart passages from books,
poems and films which they will understand
and appreciate in later life. Hector has no
interest in exams; his teaching is about the
pursuit of knowledge for its own sake.

Whilst Hector is undoubtedly a popular teacher,
and one from whom the boys have clearly
learnt a vast amount, he allows his personal
feelings to interfere with his teaching. His
reluctance to be part of the system means he 
is in danger of jeopardising the boys’ imminent
exams, and their potential places at Oxford and
Cambridge.

IRWIN, a young History supply teacher, is the
antithesis of Hector. To Irwin ‘education is not
something for when they’re old and grey and
sitting by the fire. It’s for now.’

He has been brought into the school by the
Headmaster to give the Oxbridge candidates
polish and flair. He teaches with an analytical
approach, which is concerned with subverting
facts, of taking an argument and proving its
opposite. Unlike Hector, Irwin is most interested
in presentation, he has no interest in moral
truth, and instead sees history ‘not as a matter
of conviction’ but as ‘performance’ and
‘entertainment’.

MRS LINTOTT is a more traditional History
teacher. She teaches ‘History, not histrionics’.
She is interested in plainly-stated and
properly-organised facts. Her dry style of
teaching, whilst possibly not as inspiring as the
other two, produces excellent results, we are
told.

As the only woman in the school (and in the
play) she is often overlooked, and frequently
patronised. Unlike Hector and Irwin, she does
not allow personal thoughts to impinge on her
teaching. This, however, leads to an outpouring
of pent-up anger in the midst of the boys’ mock
interviews.

THE HEADMASTER has one concern, and 
one concern only, and it is not the boys. He 
is interested in ‘league tables. Open
scholarships. Reports to the governors’. As 
a geographer, he has no time for art and artists;
‘they get away with murder’.

POSNER is Jewish, in love with Dakin, and
enjoys singing everything from Gracie Fields,
to Jazz standards, and even (much to his
parents' annoyance) Christian hymns.

DAKIN is good looking and knows it – in a
school with no girls, he has managed to form a
relationship with Fiona, the Headmaster's
secretary: the only young woman in the
building.

Characters

Isla Blair
photo Manuel Harlan
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Currently experimenting with Christianity,
SCRIPPS is an aspiring writer, and often writes
down events in a small notebook he carries
with him.

By no means stupid, everyone is still surprised
at RUDGE’S capability in exams. A hard
worker, who likes things to be straight forward,
he is the star of the school's rugby team.

A Muslim, AKTHAR doesn't hold back when
the rest of the class are testing the new teacher.

Keen on acting, CROWTHER is good friends
with Lockwood, and the two often team up to
taunt Irwin.

Probably the cheekiest boy, TIMMS is the one
Hector hits the most, and he is already ready
with a witty retort.

Very shrewd, LOCKWOOD is a film buff and
particularly interested in politics.

Characters
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As with many of Bennett’s plays, the themes in
The History Boys are wide-ranging. Some are
briefly highlighted here with the purpose of
leading towards more in-depth discussion.
However, Alan Bennett’s style of writing, which
is more exploratory than reactionary, a style
that asks questions but provides the audience
with few answers, means that any attempt to
dissect the numerous themes of his plays is
necessarily reductive.

HISTORY
As the play’s title suggests, one of Bennett’s
main preoccupations in The History Boys is the
subject of history. The character of Irwin 
is representative of many modern historians 
in search of untrodden ground. Irwin teaches 
his boys to take some hitherto unquestioned
historical assumption and prove the opposite.
Using this theory, Irwin makes the short leap
from history teacher to journalist to government
spin-doctor, whose job it is to prove that the
loss of trial by jury does not impinge on civil
liberties, but instead broadens them.

For Irwin, history is not a matter of conviction,
and he encourages the boys to be dispassionate,
to distance themselves. This is a theory 
which works well when he is teaching the
Reformation, but causes controversy when the
class moves on to discuss the Holocaust. In a 

key scene, Irwin, Hector and the boys argue
over whether the Holocaust should be
studied, and if so, how. Whilst Hector’s
approach – to perceive the Holocaust as an
unprecedented horror – may seem typically
naive, Posner points out that to put the
Holocaust ‘in context is a step towards saying
that it can be… explained. And if it can be 
explained then it can be explained away.’

The History Boys highlights the responsibility
of the historian, and asks questions about the
approach the historian should take in studying
the past.

POETRY AND LITERATURE
At first glance, The History Boys appears to be
just one reference after another. If the boys or
Hector are not quoting Auden, they are
performing scenes from Shakespeare, or from
1950s films. Though most people will
recognise at least a few of these references, for
an audience member it is not essential to know
them all. However, if a character knows
something about Wittgenstein’s theories
regarding language and thought, the actor will
want to know about them too, so a great deal of
research was undertaken as part of the
rehearsal process.

Hector’s favourite poets, and the ones Alan
Bennett chooses to quote most often, are AE
Housman and WH Auden. Both poets were
concerned with the loss of youth, heartbreak
and homosexuality, all of which are also major
themes in The History Boys. 

However, at the end of Act One, Hardy’s 
poem ‘Drummer Hodge’ is shown to touch
both Hector and Posner. Hector can relate to
the loneliness of the poem, being around 
the same age as Hardy was when he wrote it,
and feeling a sense of unfulfilled ambition, of
a life not lived. For Posner, a teenager dealing
with his homosexuality in a school full of
heterosexual boys, the loneliness of Drummer
Hodge, a boy not much older than himself, is
deeply affecting.

Themes

Stephen Moore 

photo Stephen Cummiskey
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For both of them it is Hardy’s use of compound
adjectives that conjures up the feeling that they
had thought special to them. This scene is in
stark contrast to Posner’s confession to Irwin
about his sexuality. The audience are told that
Posner, in sensing that Irwin might also be gay,
basically ‘wanted company’. Instead Irwin
responds with the comment ‘it will pass’. At the
heart of the ‘Drummer Hodge’ scene, which
deals with the loneliness of two of the play’s
central characters, there is a defence of poetry.
It is the poem that brings together a teenage
boy and a man of 59. The poetry, if only for a
moment, has provided the company Posner
was craving.

It is Hector who is given the last line in the play.
His often-criticised teaching methods 
are given a defence:

‘Take it, feel it and pass it on. Not for me, 
not for you but for someone, somewhere, 
one day.’

For Hector, poetry and literature are part of his
preparing the boys for life. When Timms
complains that he doesn’t always understand
poetry, Hector says: ‘Read it now, learn it now,
and you’ll know it whenever. We’re making our
deathbeds here boys.’

Hector sees poetry as a way of understanding
life, making sense of the endlessly complicated
world. Posner says he sees literature as
‘elastoplast’, and when confronted by the
headmaster about his behaviour on the
motorbike, Hector comments this is ‘just the
time’ for poetry.

Irwin, on the other hand, has a different use in
mind. Soon after arriving at the school, he sees
the boys have this amazing resource of
quotations; ‘gobbets’ that could be used to
make their ailing essays more interesting to the
examiner who will decide if they are offered a
place at university or not.

Lockwood describes Mr Hector’s stuff as
‘nobler’ than what the boys learn with Mr Irwin,
but Hector himself describes it as a waste of

time. During the course of the play, the boys
change from being very resistant to Mr Irwin’s
teaching style to embracing it fully. Even Rudge
says all the right things at his interview –
‘Wilfred Owen was a wuss and Stalin was a
sweetie’.

Question: Which teacher do you agree with? Is
education for passing exams, or for making us
better people?

HOPE AND FAILURE
As we have just seen, the theme of hope and
failure plays a large part in The History Boys.
Whilst the boys seem to have everything to live
for – the rest of their lives ahead of them –
Hector, and to an extent Mrs Lintott, are placed
in stark contrast. Theirs is a life of failed
ambition.

Mrs Lintott asks the boys if they realise how
dispiriting it is to teach ‘five centuries of
masculine ineptitude’. She does not think of
herself as bold, as she confesses in Act Two. 
Hector tells Irwin not to teach: ‘It ought to
renew… the young mind; warm, eager, trusting;
instead comes… a kind of coarsening. You 
start to clown. Plus a fatigue that passes 
for philosophy but is nearer to indifference.’

Even Posner, an exceptionally bright student
who is later awarded a scholarship to Cambridge,
goes on to drop out of university, and ‘has
periodic breakdowns. He haunts the local
library and keeps a scrapbook of the
achievements of his one-time classmates’.

The theme of loneliness recurs throughout
much of Bennett’s writing, and is particularly
apparent in his series of monologues Talking
Heads. The former Director of the National
Theatre, Richard Eyre, has described Bennett’s
writing as ‘‘all about unrealised hope and
defeated expectations’’. 

It could be argued that just as Hardy’s
‘Drummer Hodge’ reaches out and touches
the hands of Posner and Hector, so Bennett’s
characters’ feelings of isolation and
loneliness, touch his audience.

Themes
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THE 1980s.
After the 2004 production, many journalists
writing about the play saw it as an indictment of
Margaret Thatcher’s stance on education. Alan
Bennett, however, had a different reason for
setting the play in the late 1980s.

When he was 18 and applied to Cambridge, the
process was very different to today. At that
time, after applying, students would return to
their school for an extra term of work before
visiting their prospective colleges for a
weekend, where they took exams, had
interviews, and got to sample the life of a
student. This process stopped in the late
1980s, so he chose to set The History Boys in
this time period, before the process changed.

THE ‘FIDDLING’
One of the liveliest discussions we had in
rehearsals was on the subject of what Hector
does with the boys on the motorbike. In the
hands of a different playwright, the image of a
teacher touching his students’ genitals would
be sinister, if not downright disturbing, but in
The History Boys it becomes a source of
amusement for the boys – at least until it proves
to be Hector’s undoing and the end of his
teaching career.

Part of the reason we are not disturbed by
Hector’s actions, either as a reader of the play
or as an audience member, is because Hector 

does not force himself on the boys. He offers
them a lift home which they are free to decline
or accept, knowing what they are agreeing to.
Far from being forced into sexual contact
against their will, Dakin even goes so far as to
say he wishes Hector would ‘just go for it’.

The motorbike is another reason why the
fiddling is benign rather than threatening. The
fact that this all takes place on the back of a
moving vehicle creates a humorous rather than
sinister picture. Alan Bennett explained where
this idea came from. Once, as a teenager, he
was hitchhiking in Wales, and was picked up by
a passing motorcyclist. As they sped along,
Alan became aware that the motorcyclist was
reaching behind in order to touch his
passenger’s crotch. When he realised that Alan
was not interested, the man pulled over, and
left him in the middle of nowhere, near a
deserted quarry.

Alan Bennett laughed as he told us the
anecdote, and we laughed too – his natural
sense of humour brushed away any idea that
Hector abuses his position of power, or that the
boys would be ‘scarred for life’.

Question: Are you shocked by the way the play
deals with this issue? How does the play turn
what could be unpleasant into something
amusing? Is it successful?

Themes

Members of the Company

photo Manuel Harlan
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ALAN BENNETT, the playwright
(given before the original production in 2004)

How did you start to write The History Boys?
Was there a particular character or theme
you wanted to explore? Were you aware of
the current challenges in the education
system when you started to write the play?
Plays begin with characters – particularly in this
one, the character of Hector. I suppose the
contrasting methods of Hector and Irwin do
say something about the educational system
today but that wasn’t what I set out 
to write about. I wanted to put these two
characters together in order to see what
happened. That Irwin turned out to be (or 
end up as) a spin doctor rather took me by
surprise, but the more history he taught, and
his particular slant on history, made me see
that there was a link between that sort of
teaching and the sort of presentation that goes
on in politics and the media.

How much do you know before you put pen
to paper? Do you have a clear structure in
mind, or do you simply see where the writing
takes you?
I like to know the end of the play, though with
The History Boys I didn’t quite. I knew the
ending of Wind in the Willows obviously, and 
of George III and of Lady in the Van. The 

writing is just (just!) a case of getting there.
Sometimes what happens takes me by
surprise… for example Hector’s death on the
motorbike, and I don’t think I quite knew that
Dakin would seduce Irwin (or nearly, anyway).

You started by writing and performing
satirical sketches in Beyond The Fringe. Do
you think writing sketches has influenced
your writing style at all?
I’ve always tended to write in four or five-
minute bursts. This maybe harks back to my
origins in revue or maybe it’s just about as
much as I can get through in a morning. I
always speak the stuff aloud and know how it
should be said, which is another reason why I
like to go into rehearsals. I find it hard not to
correct emphasis – which one should never do
as it’s no help to the actor – but I do try to steer
them in the right direction. Nick is very tolerant
of this, which some directors wouldn’t be.

This is the second play you have written set
in a school (although admittedly the school
in Forty Years On is a very different kind). Is
there something about the setting that
interests you?
The school in The History Boys is more like 
the school I went to than Albion House in Forty
Years On, which was a public school and
much more of an allegorical device (as the
name implies). Though my own schooling was
fifty years or so ago I can see some similarities
with the classes of the school in the play.
Everybody wants to find similarities with Forty
Years On but I don’t see any.

Is there anything you find particularly
special about writing for theatre (as
opposed to film and television?)
I find writing for the theatre much the hardest,
so I feel that’s why I have to do it. Films pay
much more but you get proportionately
mucked around. Television seems to have left
me behind and I’m not sure any of the stuff I’ve
written for the small screen would be thought
suitable or even adequate today. A few weeks
ago BBC2 had its fortieth birthday 
and mounted a commemorative evening.
Ninety percent of the stuff I’ve done for TV has

Interview

Alan Bennett

photo Ivan Kyncl
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been for BBC2, including An Englishman
Abroad, Talking Heads and my early films with
Stephen Frears. I didn’t get a mention, so I
suppose that means my BBC2 shelf life has run
out.

In The History Boys there are a number of
poets and authors who clearly inspire the
boys – for example the poem ‘Drummer
Hodge’ seems to touch Posner very deeply.
Were there any writers that inspired you
when you were at school?
I never did much reading until I started writing.
Certainly my education at school was confined
to what I needed to pass exams. I started
reading plays when I was sixteen or seventeen
but with no notion of writing any. I came to
Hardy, whom I like very much, via Larkin. As 
it used to say in the play, Hardy is a good
person to read when you’re starting to write
because he’s so directly spoken and ungainly
that you feel you can match him (or at least 
try to).

The relationship between the director and
the writer is often considered to be
turbulent. However it would seem that you
and Nicholas Hytner have an extremely
close relationship. Richard Eyre once 
commented that you ‘love working with
Nick, and I sometimes feel like Ratty
deserted by Mole for Badger’. What is the
secret to a successful writer/director
relationship?
I’m tempted to say that the secret of my
relationship with Nick is gossip but that’s a 
bit flippant. We don’t know each other all that
well and seldom see each other socially or
between plays. I, in the first instance, like him
because he works harder than any other
director I have come across (and with pretty
constant good humour); no writer, it seems 
to me, could help but be flattered by the
attention he pays to the work. He is also very
good with the text, as many directors are not.
He makes rehearsing fun and gets more out 
of his actors in consequence. He takes risks: 
this play, in the state he first saw it anyway, was
a risk. His production ideas, in so far as I
understood them (the videos and so on),

seemed quite risky but I felt he had taken a risk
on me and I ought to return the compliment.

You spent most of the rehearsal period of
The History Boys in the rehearsal room with
the actors and director. Not all writers
choose to do this, however your input to
Nick and the cast was invaluable – how do
you see the role of the writer in rehearsals?
It depends on the play. The only rehearsals I’ve
attended as regularly as I’ve done with these
were for The Madness of George III and for the
same reason, namely that the script was still
evolving, and needed tightening up and fitting
to the actors and the action. I didn’t go to
rehearsals for Lady in the Van nearly as much
because it was a less complicated production
and since it was also a play in which I was
myself represented (twice) I felt if I was there
too much it would inhibit the actors.
Though I don’t like to think so, I’m also quite
gregarious. It’s a treat for me to have to come
into work every morning rather than just sit at
my table, to the extent that now we’re coming
to the end of rehearsals I’m getting quite
melancholy. Rehearsing is a serious business
but it’s also quite silly and I like being silly. I’m
also grateful to the cast that they don’t mind
having me around and that the boys treat me
like a human being.

What would you hope audiences would
come away with, having watched 
The History Boys?
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.

Interview
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NICHOLAS HYTNER, the director
(given before the original production in 2004)

You stated on the first day of rehearsals that
you’d been badgering Alan for a play since
you were appointed Director of the National.
This is your fourth collaboration with him.
What makes his writing special for you?
I share his sensibility and his sense of humour.
He can’t write a dull line. Actors fight to be in
his plays, so casting them is no problem.

What are the challenges a director is likely
to encounter with an Alan Bennett play?
The first draft is never the play he wants to see
on stage. He invites the director to help him
discover what the play is, and what 
it’s about. He enjoys collaboration on the
structure of the play before it goes into
rehearsal. There’s a mass of brilliant material
that often needs a bit of knocking into shape.

Since we first worked together on the
adaptation of The Wind in the Willows, I’ve
encouraged him to give no attention at all to the
business of staging his plays. So he writes
what he likes and leaves me to sort out how 
to do it, to move from place to place, how to
stitch it all together on stage. There are very
few stage directions. I like it that way!

He is a stylist as recognisable, in his way, as
Oscar Wilde. People don’t actually talk the way
they do in his plays. In The History Boys,
everyone is far wittier and more articulate than
their real life equivalents would be. So actors in
his plays have to work hard to make their
brilliant talk natural and effortless.

In rehearsals you used improvisation with
the actors on two or three occasions. 
What were you hoping to achieve with 
this exercise?
It’s sometimes a good idea to encourage the
actors to find the concrete reality behind a
scene for themselves, so that Alan’s text can 
then spring from something that’s already
inside them.

What is your thinking behind the video
projections?
1. I can’t stand boring scene changes; I wanted
the play never to stop and for the audience
always to have something to look at.
2. They add a physical context to the play.
3. I’m very interested in exploring ways in
which film and theatre can feed each other.
4. It’s a long time since I was behind a camera
and I fancied a day out on location.

What would you hope audiences would
come away with, having watched The
History Boys?
I hope they’ll be stimulated by what it has to
say about the transmission of knowledge 
and culture, about history and the nature of
historical truth, and about the purpose of
education. I hope they’ll have got to know
twelve people in depth. I hope they’ll have
laughed a lot, maybe cried a little, and have had
a really good night out.

Interview
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THOMAS MORRISON, 
the actor who plays Scripps 

A day in the life of a History Boy
My day usually starts at 10am, with a cup of tea
in the rehearsal room. We then put on our
blazers, ties and shoes and find our bags. It’s
important to rehearse in your costume as early
as possible, particularly wearing the shoes.
You need to feel like these clothes are your
own.

We then have a vocal warm up with our voice
expert, Annemette Verspeak. As well as
warming us up vocally and physically for the
day’s rehearsal, the vocal exercises improve
our lung capacity and the muscles we’ll need to
use to be heard in the large theatres we’ll be
playing in.

Then our musical director, Tom Attwood, will
run through all the songs with us on the piano,
before we start the morning’s rehearsals. 

There’s a lot to think about: at the beginning
you’re trying to remember your lines, but all too
quickly you have to think about where you’re
moving, what props you need, how you do the
next scene change…

At lunchtime we go to the National’s canteen,
or eat somewhere on the South Bank near the
theatre. The canteen is always busy with the
other companies who are rehearsing or
performing, which is very exciting. We’ve been
eating very near Mike Leigh for the last few
weeks!

After lunch it’s back to the rehearsal room, if
you’re in the scenes the director wants to work
on. Even if I’m not ‘called’, I like to sit in the
corner of the rehearsal room rather than go for
a coffee or something. You can learn a lot by
watching other actors rehearse. It’s also a good
opportunity to read some of the research on the
play – there’s so much literature, poetry and
history to get to grips with.

The day usually finishes around 5.30, and we’ll
often go for a drink together and chat about the
day’s rehearsals.

Being a History Boy is great: it’s fabulous to get
the opportunity to be that intelligent, and have
access to the wealth of knowledge they have.
And just to be part of Alan Bennett’s world: it’s
a lovely place to be!

Interviews

Thomas Morrison in rehearsals 
photo Manuel Harlan
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DISCUSSION
1. Consider Richard Eyre’s comment that Alan
Bennett’s writing is ‘all about unrealised hope
and defeated expectations’. Do the last scenes
of each act agree with this statement, and if so
what techniques does Bennett use to conjure
this mood?

2. Alan Bennett described Hardy’s writing as
being ‘directly spoken and ungainly’. Does
Hardy’s poem ‘Drummer Hodge’ demonstrate
this statement?

WRITING
1. The Headmaster’s eulogy of Hector in the
last scene betrays his own character as much
as it commemorates Hector’s. Take another
character from the play, and write a eulogy to
Hector from their point of view.

2. Compare Act 1 p23-27 and Act 1 pg 29-32.
Discuss how Hector and Irwin’s views of
literature differ – how do they both use
quotations to illustrate a point?

PRACTICAL
1. Take the following lines from the last scene of
the play:

IRWIN: He was a good man but I do not think
there is time for his kind of teaching anymore.

SCRIPPS: No. Love apart it is the only kind of
education worth having.

Split the class into two, one part takes on
Irwin’s point of view the other Scripps’. 
Using the facts of the play, discuss which of the
characters has the right approach to
education.

2. Nicholas Hytner used improvisation to
conjure the atmosphere of the school.
Allocating the characters of the boys to the
class, improvise one of the offstage scenes in
the play. How might this help a production in
rehearsal?

REHEARSAL EXERCISES
During rehearsals for the tour, particularly in the
early stages, we played several games. Many
directors find that playing games with the
actors can be helpful. There are countless
games that can be used, and every director has
their favourites. Some games are useful for
helping a cast bond quickly – if they do not
know each other – or at least learn everybody’s
name. Other exercises can help actors find the
rhythm of a scene, or the right level of energy or
pace. Simon Cox used various exercises, some
of which are shown here: 

1. The Name Game
The entire company (including stage managers
and the director) stand in a circle and say their
names in turn, once or twice. When everyone
has had a chance to absorb the names a little,
the game begins. The director starts, and
makes eye-contact with someone across the
circle. He then begins to walk towards them.
The person who he is walking towards must
say his name. That person then makes eye-
contact with someone else and walks towards
them, and the director takes their place in the
circle. This continues for as long as it takes for
everyone to learn everyone else’s name!

2. Keepy Uppy
A beach ball works well, and a football is more
challenging. The ball must be kept in the air, by
tapping it or punching it. The same person
must not hit the ball twice in a row, and
everyone must count aloud the number of
times the ball is tapped into the air. The target is
100.

3. Passing the ball
During a scene, an actor must have the ball in
order to speak. Once an actor has finished their
line, they throw the ball to the person who
speaks next, passing the energy and focus
onto them. There is also a variant, where the
person who speaks next must take the ball
from the person who is speaking. This is used
in scenes where someone takes control of the
energy – such as in the scenes where the boys
are testing Irwin to see what they can get 
away with.

Further activities


