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Introduction
The History Boys, wrote Alistair Macaulay in The 
Financial Times in December, 2005, “is surely the 
richest play Alan Bennett has ever written. 
Wonderfully it blends wit and wisdom, now with 
knockabout humour, now with pain.” Underlying 
the play is a fascinating debate about knowledge and 
how we acquire it – “a marvellous epistemological 
concern that I usually associate with the plays of 
Tom Stoppard: how do we know what we know? 
What are the different layers of knowledge? And 
how does knowledge enrich our lives?”

Macaulay is not alone in comparing Bennett to 
Stoppard. Like Stoppard, says John Stinson, he 
likes to flatter his audiences with “a seeming 
assumption that they have a rather thorough 
knowledge of various levels of culture”. The History 
Boys “is never heavy and never dull. [Bennett’s] 
work is characterized by a kind of classical lightness 
and ease, a sense of never trying too hard or being 
too insistent.”

Not everyone warmed to the play. In The 
Spectator, Douglas Murray argued that while for 
many Bennett might be the “Queen Mother of 
British literature, a national treasure adored by all 
for his cosy charm and twinkle-eyed naughtiness”, 
this play is more like “the fantasy of an ageing gay 
man”.

Dissenting views like this were rare: most critics 
feel the play deserved all the plaudits it received: a 
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big hit on the stage which went on to become a 
successful film. But dissenting views are useful, as 
this play itself is anxious to show us. They 
concentrate our minds. In a warm if slightly 
mischievous review of Alan Bennett’s diaries for the 
Times Literary Supplement in October 2016, Ian 
Samson, while fulsomely acknowledging Bennett’s 
status as a national treasure, wrote about his 
tendency to self-deprecation and over-sensitivity:

Some writers are so sensitive to their own 
limitations and deficiencies, so aware of their 
own absurdity and so ambivalent about 
everything, including themselves, that they 
effectively put themselves beyond criticism – 
which means in the end, alas, that we don’t take 
them as seriously as we should.

Alan Bennett’s work, says Sansom, “demands the 
very best of us: not our praise but our attention”. 
The aim of this guide is to give The History Boys just 
such attention.

What happens in 
The History Boys?
A group of eight boys at a northern grammar school 
in the 1980s hope to win scholarships to study 
history at Oxford and Cambridge. They are staying 
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on an extra term after their A-levels to be prepared 
for the entrance exams and interviews by Hector, a 
weary but passionate teacher.

The Headmaster – keen to improve the school’s 
reputation and his own – has also brought in Irwin, 
a bright young man, to train the boys in a contrarian, 
results-led approach. Hector disapproves of this. He 
believes, like A.E. Housman, that knowledge is 
“precious whether or not it serves the slightest 
human use”.

The play opens with Irwin in his forties. He has 
left the school and is addressing a group of MPs on 
how to “spin” an unpalatable bill in Parliament. We 
then travel back to the 1980s: Hector’s motorcycle 
gear is removed by five of the school boys, who name 
each item of clothing in French and show them to 
the audience “with a flourish”.

Most of the play is set in the classroom, with 
students and teachers exploring the purpose of 
history, literature and education. Hector is caught 
“fiddling” with one of the boys on his motorbike as 
he drives them home and is asked to take early 
retirement. The Headmaster uses this as his reason 
to ask Hector to leave, but admits to Mrs Lintott 
that it is his unquantifiable teaching methods he 
dislikes most.

While he stays on until the end of the term, 
Hector is ordered to share classes with Irwin, which 
increases the tension between them. The boys have 
a final session of interview preparation and come 
back from their Oxbridge interviews and exams 
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with good results: they all receive places at their 
chosen colleges, even the least promising, Rudge. 
On the last day of term Dakin, made reckless with 
success, decides to “push the boat out” and asks 
Irwin out for a drink; Irwin, after some cajoling, 
agrees. Hector takes Irwin on his motorbike for a 
final ride.

The last scene takes place at a memorial for 
Hector, who has died while riding his motorbike 
with Irwin (left injured and in a wheelchair). We 
hear from Mrs. Lintott and the boys about their 
futures, the careers and lives they go on to have, 
which amount to Hector’s legacy. It’s Hector’s words 
that end the play: “Pass it on, boys. That’s the game 
I wanted you to learn. Pass it on.”

What does the play tell us 
about education?
History repeats itself, and so, quite often, do writers 
– at least in choice of subject matter. Bennett has 
always been fascinated by teaching and the way our 
schooldays shape our future. His first play, Forty 
Years On, was set in a school; 36 years later, The 
History Boys is also set in a school, this one a 
northern grammar.

The middle-class English have a “special 
fondness” for schools that take them back to their 
educated adolescence, as Michael Billington says in 
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The Guardian, whether it be farces like The 
Happiest Days of Your Life or serious dramas like 
Terence Rattigan’s The Browning Version and Julian 
Mitchell’s Another Country. But Bennett’s play is 
radical: it is the only school play in English drama 
about the process of teaching. “We actually get to 
see the heroic Hector and the insidious Irwin – the 
play’s intellectual antagonists who happen to be in 
the same boat sexually – at work in the classroom.”

Billington singled out one particular scene in the 
play as “overwhelming in its emotional impact”. It is 
the scene in which Hector takes “a shyly precocious 
pupil” (Posner) through Hardy’s poem “Drummer 
Hodge”. Hector explains his passion for the poem to 
the boy and dwells on its “Larkinesque use of 
compound adjectives”. But beyond the specifics, the 
scene demonstrates, as Billington says, “the 
unfashionable virtue” of committing poems to 
memory.

And it conveys an important truth about 
literature: that “the best moments in reading are 
when you come across something – a thought, a 
feeling, a way of looking at things – which you had 
thought special and particular to you”.

Summing up this scene, Billington says:

Bennett shows what teaching at its best is: a 
process of drawing out rather than putting in. But 
he does infinitely more than that. He understands 
that a school is a network of private relationships 
and a public institution; a place in which a 
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precariously maintained order is constantly on 
the verge of disintegrating into chaos; and, 
especially, a battleground for opposing views of 
life and education. But what he sees more sharply 
than anyone is that a school is a paradigm of 
national life.

Billington suggests that the1980s grammar school 
in The History Boys is an image of Thatcherite 
Britain,

It has a dictatorial boss, a sceptical feminist 
element aware that history is a catalogue of 
“masculine ineptitude” and a central conflict 
between bustling pragmatism and beleaguered 
humanism. In Forty Years On, Bennett called his 
school Albion House. Here the symbolism is 
unnecessary. The school simply is 1980s Britain.

Too much can be made of this: the timing of the play, 
and its political setting, never seem especially 
important, insofar as they represent general trends 
in education and perhaps in British life. It is also too 
easy simply to call Hector “heroic” and Irwin 
“insidious”.

It is certainly true that Hector sees knowledge as 
an end in itself, whereas Irwin sees it merely as a 
means of advancement in life. The boys explain 
Hector’s teaching style to Irwin:

Lockwood: It’s higher than your stuff, sir. Nobler.
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Posner: Only not useful, sir. Mr. Hector’s not as 
focused. (p. 37)

Hector himself would agree. As he says proudly to 
Mrs Lintott: “You give them an education. I give 
them the wherewithal to resist it.” (p. 23) Hector 
sees “education” and all its institutional hoop-
jumping as narrowing the mind, good for nothing 
except embellishing a CV – a ‘Cheat’s Visa’, he calls 
it – and acquiring a job. Such utilitarianism debases 
knowledge and disrespects the people who gave it to 
us.

“Wittgenstein,” he says “didn’t screw it out of his 
very guts in order for you to turn it into a dinky 
formula” (p. 72). Wittgenstein, who wrote his 
Tractatus-Logicus-Philosophicus in the trenches of 
the First World War, said of its propositions that “he 
who understands me finally recognizes them [the 
propositions] as senseless, when he has climbed out 
through them, on them, over them”. Rather than be 
used as a “dinky formula”, they are made to be 
climbed out, over and through, in Hector’s view.

Hector’s purpose, then, is simply to make his 
students better, more thoughtful people. He is an 
old-fashioned humanist who studies the past to gain 
a greater understanding of – and connection with – 
humanity. His view is akin to D.H. Lawrence’s: “the 
ultimate passion of every man is to be within himself 
the whole of mankind”.

Irwin is the new man, less concerned with 
humanity in general than in boosting the 
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performance of his students. The way to do this, he 
believes, is by making a compelling argument – 
ideally, one that overturns received opinion. To 
Irwin, art, literature and history are more like 
commodities which can be traded for material gain. 
“Poetry is good up to a point,” he says. “Adds flavour” 
(p. 26). He approaches writing an essay as an 
intellectual game:

The wrong end of the stick is the right one. A 
question has a front door and a back door. Go in the 
back, or better still, the side... History nowadays is 
not a matter of conviction. It’s performance. It’s 
entertainment. And if it isn’t, make it so. (p. 35)

Irwin defends his pragmatism when he points out to 
Dakin that Hector is “not trying to get you through 
an exam” (p.41). Above all, his aim is to free the boys 
of their faith in right and wrong, correct and 
incorrect, to unsettle the humanist foundations of 
their education. Entertainment is more important 
than truth, he believes – and Oxbridge dons need to 
be entertained, and surprised. “I didn’t say it was 
wrong I said it was dull,” he tells Dakin when Dakin 
protests that an essay he has written is accurate and 
covers “all the points” (p. 18).

Later, Scripps defends the conventional view 
about World War Two – that it was caused by the 
unsatisfactory outcome of World War One – on the 
grounds that it is true. “What’s that got to do with it? 
What has that got to do with anything?” argues 
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Irwin. The truth might be good enough for Bristol 
University, or Manchester, but it will send Oxford 
dons to sleep.

Does the play come down 
on Hector’s side?
Does Bennett load the dice too heavily in favour of 
Hector and the view that “all knowledge is precious 
whether or not it serves the slightest human use”?

You only need to look at the opening scene, says 
David Greenberg, which shows a “clever but cynical 
young historian” – Irwin after he has given up 

Richard Griffiths as Hector in the 2006 film adaptation of  The History Boys
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teaching – advising MPs on how to get a bill through 
parliament that would restrict trial by jury. Irwin 
“condescendingly explains” how they should frame 
the argument: “‘The loss of liberty is the price we 
pay for freedom’ type thing.”

Funny as it may be, this scene is significant in the 
way it “stacks the deck” against Irwin. So do the 
scenes which follow, as we watch Irwin during his 
teaching days; he is clearly Bennett’s villain, 
“shallow and facile, a liar, and a repressed and 
perhaps closeted homosexual to boot”. We are 
therefore naturally inclined to feel more 
sympathetic towards Irwin’s foil, Hector, an obese 
older man who is a “romantic traditionalist”, says 
Greenberg, and a “somewhat less closeted 
homosexual – in fact an unrepentant molester, who 
teaches the boys to revere ‘the truth’ (never defined) 
and to respond to events with hot-blooded feeling 
– something he accomplishes by making them 
memorise poetry and quoting them aphoristic 
snippets of Auden or Hardy”.

Because Hector is “enclosed within an aura of 
approval adeptly set up and managed by Bennett”, 
says John Stinson, we find ourselves going along 
with his enjoinment to the boys to abandon their 
ambitions to get into Oxbridge and instead set their 
sights on a redbrick university. “I thought all that 
silliness was finished with,” says Hector. “You 
believe in God. Believe also in me; forget Oxford 
and Cambridge.”

But is there a less elevated motive behind 
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Hector’s appeal? We learn that he was a graduate of 
Sheffield. Could there be a conscious or 
subconscious attempt on his part to avoid the blow 
to his ego he would feel if his boys were to do better 
than he did? In his book The Lessons of the Masters, 
cited by Bennett in his “Acknowledgements” page, 
George Steiner argues that the Master never wants 
his students to surpass him. The relationship 
between teacher and pupil is one based on power.

Teaching could be regarded as an exercise, open 
or concealed, in power relations. The Master 
possesses psychological, social, physical power.

Stinson’s point is that Hector is psychologically 
needy, and that his neediness leads him to abuse his 
power. His near-insistence that each day a different 
boy rides home with him on his motorbike while he 
“fiddles with” their genitals is surely an abuse of 
power, and of trust. That he is able to rationalise his 
groping is typical of a Bennett play. Duncan Wu 
(writing about the playwright before The History 
Boys appeared) has noted that:

Bennett’s protagonists typically lack the 
awareness that would enable them to 
comprehend their foibles, and rectify the wrongs 
they inadvertently commit against others. Tunnel 
vision is their besetting sin, and it usually implies 
a more profound failure.
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Perhaps the point Bennett is making is not just that 
inspirational teachers like Hector are likely to be 
flawed but that the students themselves are quite 
grown-up enough at 17 or 18 to take responsibility 
for their actions; indeed he himself once said in an 
interview: “Hector is the child, not them.”

There is certainly something child-like about 
Hector. His disappointments seem constantly about 
to break through his confident exterior before being 
masked by literary quotation. His cover breaks most 
memorably when he explodes at the boys:

Shut up! Just shut up. All of you. SHUT UP, you 
mindless fools. What made me piss my life away in 
this god-forsaken place? There’s nothing of me left. 
Go away. Class dismissed. Go. (p.65)

After the Headmaster has asked him to retire, and 
to leave early, the coarse and desperate vernacular 
of these lines takes on added significance. It is as if 
Hector has seen through his own illusions. He soon 
composes himself, however, and, borrowing from 
John Milton and TS Eliot, finds a way of saying 
obliquely, yet clearly, what he needs to:

Nothing is here for tears, nothing to wail.
I am an old man in a dry season. Enough.

The “Enough”, which is not in Eliot’s “Gerontion”, 
suggests frustration – is literature enough for him or 
has he had enough of it?
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The truth is that Hector uses literature not just 
as an “insulation” against the “primacy of fact” (as 
he himself puts it) but as a buffer against reality. 
When faced with the news that he has been seen 
“fiddling” with a boy on his motorbike, and asked by 
the Headmaster to explain himself, he resorts to one 
literary quotation after another, as though by doing 
so he might flatten the particular experience of his 
own shame into the canon of others’ experience. 
This presents an opportunity to practise what he 
earlier preached to Timms – the use of poetry as an 
“antidote” to grief:

Hector: The tree of man was never quiet Then ‘twas 
the Roman; now ‘tis I.
Headmaster: This is no time for poetry 
Hector: I would have thought it was just the time. 

(p.53)

But now, in context, to quote Housman’s A 
Shropshire Lad seems not so much an “antidote” as 
an evasion. In fact the reference to the “tree of man” 
from which the forbidden fruit was plucked is hardly 
flattering to Hector. Like Adam and Eve, he is 
unable to resist temptation.

When pushed, he says shamefacedly that 
“Nothing happened”, but we know this isn’t true. “A 
hand on a boy’s genitals at fifty miles an hour,” as the 
Headmaster says, is both a disturbing abuse of 
power and extraordinarily reckless. All Hector can 
say is that the “transmission of knowledge is itself 
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an erotic act”. Again, he reaches for the words of 
others – George Steiner’s Lessons of the Masters – 
and for humanist generalities. This is why Posner 
goes to Irwin for advice about his sexuality, because 
he knows Hector will just give him a quotation: 
“Literature is medicine, wisdom, elastoplast,” he 
says dismissively. It is everything and nothing. 
Hector proves as much here when he takes his own 
words to heart and uses literature as no more than a 
“verbal fig-leaf”, a way of hiding his transgressions.

Should we feel sympathy 
for Irwin?
If Bennett’s treatment of Hector is more subtle than 
his detractors allow, the same is true of Irwin. 
“Despite his fondness for fondling, [Hector is] easy 
to root for,” writes David Greenberg. “Literate 
audiences can be counted on to share Bennett’s 
scorn for the superficial journalist-historians who 
value cleverness more than depth.” No good 
historian would defend the view which Irwin 
expresses that history “nowadays is not a matter of 
conviction. It’s performance. It’s entertainment.” 
This is sheer mischief-making on Bennett’s part, 
says Greenberg, and the character of Irwin is 
“ultimately unpersuasive”.

Is it, though? Bennett himself wrote a playful 
article in The Owlet magazine when he was only 17 
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entitled: “Examinationship (or the art of succeeding 
at examinations without cheating)”, and in his 
introduction to the published version of The History 
Boys he describes the way he himself prepared for a 
scholarship exam to Exeter College, Oxford. He 
notes, for example, that he

reduced everything I knew to a set of notes with 
answers to possible questions and odd, eye-
catching quotations all written out on a series of 
forty or fifty correspondence cards, a handful of 
which I carried in my pocket where I went.

He also realised, he says, what somebody ought to 
have taught him but never had:

…namely, that there was a journalistic side to 
answering an examination question; that going for 
the wrong end of the stick was more attention-
grabbing than a less unconventional approach, 
however balanced. Nobody had ever tutored me 
on examination techniques or conceded that such 
techniques existed, this omission I suspect to be 
put down to sheer snobbery or the notion (here 
ascribed to Hector) that all such considerations 
were practically indecent.

There are plenty of reasons for viewing Irwin as less 
than reprehensible, not least that his views on 
examination techniques appear to mirror the 
author’s.
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I can see that, of the three teachers in the play, 
I’ve had experience of two of them. I’d been 
taught at my own school in Leeds by somebody 
like Mrs Lintott, in a very straightforward, factual 
way. And then the way I got a scholarship to 
Oxford and how I got my degree really was via the 
method the character called Irwin uses in the 
play. So in a sense, I am Irwin. The person I have 
had no experience of at all is Hector, the 
charismatic teacher; I only knew about teachers 
like that from talking to other people, and also 
from reading. Temperamentally I cleave to that 
kind of teacher and that kind of teaching – while 
at the same time not thinking it practical. I 
suppose that the three teachers came out of 
trying to reconcile that. I think plays do tend to 
come out of things that you can’t actually resolve 
other than by writing a play about them.

“The Truth Behind the History Boys,” 
The Daily Telegraph (21st June, 2004)

Besides, Irwin’s advice to the students to enter an 
exam question by the back door or side door may be 
a “trick”, but it might also encourage critical 
thinking and imagination. Nor is it a bad piece of 
advice, especially given that the boys Irwin is 
teaching (as the play makes clear) are likely to be up 
against more formidable, privately educated 
students competing for the same places. He may 
later be guilty of prostituting his talents, as we see in 
the scene where he is making a film for the BBC and 
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indeed in the opening scene, but, as Stinson says, the 
text gives us plenty of reason to believe that these 
talents are not simply “flash” or cheap or 
meretricious.

It is significant that when the play was turned 
into a film, the director, Nicholas Hytner, shifted 
the emphasis.

On stage, the central argument can seem 
weighted in Hector’s favour, as if there were no 
disputing Housman’s dictum, quoted in Hector’s 
first lesson, that “all knowledge is precious 
whether or not it serves the slightest human use”. 
The truth is that much of what Hector teaches is 
entirely self-indulgent, and his insistence on 
inflicting on his class the culture, high and low, of 
his own youth, is at least questionable.

Irwin, like Hector, may be arrogant and a bit of a 
fraud – he is not, it turns out, an Oxford graduate, as 
he has claimed – but he is shown as psychologically 
vulnerable and good at what he does. And, as a 
supply teacher hoping for a permament job, he is 
astonishingly successful, doing exactly what he’s 
hired to do: all eight boys are accepted by Oxford or 
Cambridge. In achieving this, he accepts the need to 
make compromises with the world-as-it-is, but then 
so do all of us.

Perhaps the early scene in the play where Hector, 
like a Homeric hero, hands over his helmet as 
though it were armour to his student-soldiers, 
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suggests we should view both this teacher and the 
students with some scepticism. Both are adept at 
“performance” and we should be on guard against 
seeing Hector as a repository of purity and truth. 
The History Boys is a play about ideas, and while 
Bennett, perhaps nostalgically, is making the case 
for a particular kind of education (one he himself 
was denied, as most of us are), he is careful to show 
Hector as a flawed hero, and Irwin as far from a 
pantomime villain.

What view does the play 
take of history?
This is by no means to say that the play endorses 
Irwin’s view of history. Irwin, the temporary 
contract teacher brought in to counter, and 
eventually displace Hector, is a revisionist historian 
who believes writing history, like passing exams, is 
more a matter of show business than truth. “Truth is 
no more at issue in an exam than thirst at a wine-
tasting or fashion at a striptease.”

In his introduction to the play, Bennett says he 
thinks “some of the flashier historians, particularly 
on television, are just grown-up versions of the 
wised-up schoolboys who generally got scholarships 
(myself included)”, and quotes R.W. Johnson 
reviewing Niall Ferguson’s The Pity of War:
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Anyone who has been a victim, let alone a 
perpetrator, of the Oxbridge system will 
recognise Niall Ferguson’s book for what it is: an 
extended and argumentative tutorial from a 
self-consciously clever, confrontational young 
don, determined to stand everything on its head 
and argue with vehemence against what he sees 
as the conventional wisdom – or worse still, the 
fashion – of the time. The idea is to teach the 
young to think and argue, and the real past 
masters at it… were those who first argued 
undergraduates out of their received opinions, 
then turned around after a time and argued them 
out of their newfound radicalism, leaving them 
mystified as to what they believed and suspended 
in a free-floating state of suspended cleverness.

Bennett disparages historians like Ferguson, 
Andrew Roberts and Norman Stone, seeing them as 
sharing some of the characteristics Mrs Thatcher 
(who was prime minister in the 1980s, the time 
when the play is nominally set) in their readiness to 
denounce the conventional wisdom, and take the 
contrary view. “A sneer is never far away,” he writes, 
“and there’s a persistently jeering note, perhaps 
bred by the habit of contention.”

Not surprisingly, the historians in the firing line 
have taken exception to this. “I’ve been assaulted by 
a National Treasure,” said Andrew Roberts in The 
Spectator: Alan Bennett has cited Niall Ferguson 
and me as “the inspiration for the loathsome, creepy, 
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shallow, pederastic ‘TV historian’ character called 
Irwin, who represents all that is wrong about the 
presentation of the past in Britain.”

The possibility that he and Ferguson might 
actually believe what they write has passed Bennett 
by: the two of them are simply out to shock and 
make money when they do so. For Irwin, says 
Roberts,

an approach to history that ignores the left-
liberal assumptions of so much post-war history 
teaching – especially at universities – simply has 
to be actuated by a desire to be perverse, since it 
cannot possibly have been arrived at objectively.

How staggeringly arrogant of the Left in 
general, and Bennett in particular, to think that 
there is a Truth, of which they are the natural 
custodians, and that deviation from this 
monolithic concept is a priori proof either of a 
contrarian nature or of avarice.

At one point Irwin tells his students: “If you want to 
know about Stalin, think of Henry VIII. If you want 
to know about Thatcher, think of Henry VIII.” 
Roberts objects to this both for the way in which it 
subtly links Mrs Thatcher with Stalin, and for the 
way in which, at the same time, it makes light of 
Stalin’s crimes, implying that the “Roberts-
Ferguson” figure consistently underrates the evil of 
20th century totalitarianism. Roberts takes 
particular exception to the way Irwin discusses the 



23

Holocaust and points out that neither he nor Niall 
Ferguson have ever shown the slightest tendency to 
downplay the horrors of the 20th century.

This is quite right: they haven’t. But what about 
Irwin? How does he talk about the Holocaust? 
Hector is so overwhelmed by the enormity of it that 
he favours silence; his mind reels, as David 
Greenberg put it, “at the thought of field trips to 
Dachau”, with schoolchildren eating sandwiches at 
a visitors’ centre and taking pictures. Thinking of 
what his students might write, he demands: “How 
can the boys scribble down an answer, however well 
put, that doesn’t demean the suffering involved.”

Irwin, on the other hand, encourages the boys to 
“distance yourselves”, and to be analytic. By 
insisting the Holocaust should be seen in the context 
of other genocides, he lays himself open to the 
charge from Hector that he is indifferent to the 
monstrous evil perpetrated by the dictators. “I was 
so nice about Hitler, a much-misunderstood man,” 
says one of Irwin’s pupils as he leaves his Oxbridge 
exam. And his cynical suggestion to one student that 
he surprise the examiners with “outlandish” 
comments because “You’re Jewish. You can get 
away with a lot more than the other candidates” is 
unlikely to win an audience’s sympathy. Irwin’s 
efforts result in an angry letter from the boy’s father, 
implying that Irwin had questioned the existence of 
the Holocaust.

This, however, is not accurate. He does no such 
thing. David Greenberg writes that the “crippling 
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fear” that any effort to think seriously about the 
Holocaust will lead “inexorably to denial” is the real 
obstacle to understanding the past – “not Irwin’s 
pleas for ‘perspective’, however shallow or daft they 
may be”. Greenberg goes on:

Contrarian impulses, counterintuitive thinking, 
dissent from established interpretations—in the 
wrong hands, these propensities can be 
offensively slick, but in the right hands they’re the 
stuff of scholarship. Historians, after all, don’t toil 
in the archives to adduce more evidence 
confirming everything we always knew.

The discussion about the Holocaust in The History 
Boys is an uncomfortable one, with Irwin’s theory 
– that the boys can create their own versions of 
history – tested to breaking point. If, as Theodor 
Adorno argued, “to write poetry after Auschwitz is 
barbaric”, can arguing about it as if it were like any 
other historical event also be considered “barbaric”? 
The boys are divided:

Akthar: It has origins. It has consequences. It’s a 
subject like any other.
Scripps: Not like any other, surely. Not like any 
other at all.

Scripps is following Hector’s line which says that 
any answer, “however well put”, will only “demean 
the suffering involved”. Even when Dakin quotes 
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the Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein – 
“Whereof one cannot speak thereof one must be 
silent” – he is being “glib”, trying to find a way of 
“putting it”, a line to impress examiners. Though 
Irwin concedes that the “Holocaust is not yet an 
abstract question” – in that it still provokes an 
emotive response – “in time, of course, it will be”. 
And it is the job of the historian, as he sees it, to 
“anticipate” this, to question its “origins” and 
“consequences”.

Arguably, Hector’s sentimental view does not 
square up well to Irwin’s in this case. According to 
the American philosopher, George Santayana, 
progress “depends on retentiveness”; if we fail to 
remember both our best and worst experiences – 
passing over the latter in silence – our “infancy is 
perpetual”. Or, as he more famously said: “Those 
who cannot remember the past are condemned to 
repeat it.”

The play certainly questions whether Irwin uses 
his knowledge merely for effect – as a rhetorical 
ploy (the sequence in which he is filmed at Rievaulx 
Abbey reinforces this view). But the play also 
questions whether Hector, in feeding his students 
wise words of poetry, has only succeeded in creating 
“parrots” – students who, rather than using art to 
understand the world, can only mindlessly quote 
remembered gobbets. Towards the end of the play, 
Hector himself says:

I didn’t want to turn out boys who in later life had a 
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deep love of literature, or who would talk in middle 
age of the lure of language and their love of words. 
Words said in that reverential way that is somehow 
Welsh.

Tensions between Hector and Irwin are left 
unresolved. Clever arguments, the play suggests, are 
not enough, but learning quotations “by heart” is 
also inadequate. There is no simple answer to the 
riddle of history, or as the Victorian historian and 
teacher Thomas Carlyle has it, “history is the only 
Poetry… could we tell it right.”

What prevails in the play, beyond Hector and 
Irwin’s individual perspectives, is a subdued, 
Larkin-esque kind of chaos, a sense of “the utter 
randomness of things”, as Mrs. Lintott calls it (p.93), 
or, in Rudge’s words, “history is just one fucking 
thing after another”. The novelist Aldous Huxley 
once wrote: “That men do not learn very much from 
the lessons of history is the most important of all the 
lessons that history has to teach.” The play leaves us 
with the same view.

Hector, rather than suffering the heroic death of 
his classical namesake, is killed in a motorbike 
accident, an anti-climax which might be seen as 
typical of the playwright. As David Lodge notes, 
“bathos is Bennett’s favourite trope”. And the 
jokiness and camaraderie of the penultimate scene 
– when the boys find out their results – is 
undermined with characteristic Bennett bathos 
when Scripps turns to tell the us, the audience:



27

Actually, I shouldn’t have said everybody’s happy, as 
just saying the words meant, like in a play, that the 
laws of irony were thereby activated and things 
began to unravel pretty quickly after that. (p.103)

They have been taught well enough by this point to 
see the “laws of irony” in action: an outright 
declaration of happiness means something terrible 
is bound to happen.

The ending thus provides a historic event – 
random, brutal and bathetic – which undercuts the 
narrative. It cannot be made sense of, romanticised 
or tucked into a clever essay. As Scripps says in a 
direct speech to the audience (p. 105):

There are various theories about what happened, 
why he came off [the motorbike]... Irwin had never 
been on the back of a bike before, going round the 
corner he leaned out instead of in and so unbalanced 
Hector. That would be appropriate too. Trust Irwin 
to lean the opposite way to everyone else.

In speculating as to what caused the crash, he finds 
an aesthetically neat explanation which weaves 
together both theoretical and narrative strands: 
Irwin “leaned the opposite way”, his contrariness 
being the cause of Hector’s downfall. But his death 
is really an example of what Dakin calls “subjunctive 
history”. “The subjunctive,” he says, “is the mood 
you use when something might or might not have 
happened, when it’s imagined.” If Hector’s death 
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had been inevitable it might have been tragic, but it 
is caused by carelessness – it “might or might not 
have happened” – and so better sums up the “utter 
randomness” of history. Though, again, one might 
argue, this “randomness” was perhaps brought into 
greater relief during the competitive 1980s.

One might argue, too, that the way The History 
Boys is structured subverts the idea of history as 
self-contained, with a clear beginning and end. It is 
divided into two acts, but apart from the break for an 
intermission between them, there are no scenes set 
out in the script, and on stage there is a fluidity to 
the way in which one scene moves into another. 
Bennett and Hytner create a continuous sense of 
action, in which one day, one lesson, blurs into 
another.

In an erotically charged scene between Dakin 
and Irwin near the end of the play, Dakin makes 
euphemistic use of historical metaphors. They are 
talking about Dakin’s essay on “turning points”: 
“Moments when history rattles over the points” 
(p.89). This image, while still treating history as 
deterministic – it “rattles” along a certain track – 
suggests that it also arrives at certain points where 
it might switch directions. Irwin is fond of 
counterfactuals: imagining what might have 
happened if events had taken a different course – if 
Hitler hadn’t invaded Russia, for example, or how 
Halifax, not Churchill, might have ended up as 
prime minister if Halifax had not had to go to the 
dentist on the day the decision to replace 
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Chamberlain was taken. “If Halifax had had better 
teeth,” says Dakin, “we might have lost the war.”

But while history is random, plays are not, and, 
on a meta-theatrical level, The History Boys shows 
an awareness of this. Plays have a pleasing aesthetic 
shape, unlike history, which has no grand design and 
is, more or less, a succession of accidents. At the 
start of the second act, the word “apotheosis” – just 
used by Irwin in his BBC2 documentary – is picked 
up immediately by Posner the next scene (p. 63). 
Time rattles back and forth, between Rievaulx 
Abbey and the classroom. The deliberate echo, in 
which one moment seems to have knowledge of 
another, foregrounds the knowingness of the play 
itself, and above all, its self-awareness about how a 
historical narrative is forged and shaped. Written 
into the very language of theatre are questions about 
sequence, action and how things happen which are 
fundamental to the concerns both of history and 
The History Boys.
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F I V E  FA CT S  A B OU T 
A L A N  B E N N ET T

 
1. Bennett, who has written nearly 50 TV plays and 
more than 20 stage plays, turned down a knighthood in 
1996, not because of any republican sympathies, but 
because “it would be like wearing a suit every day of 
your life”. 

 2.   He came to fame in the show Beyond the Fringe, 
first staged at the Edinburgh Festival in 1960 and 
featuring four Oxbridge graduates: Peter Cook, Dudley 
Moore, Alan Bennett and Jonathan Miller. The show 
included a parody by Bennett of awful church sermons, 
Miller’s scurrilous impersonation of Harold Macmil-
lan and a sketch, One Leg Too Few, featuring Moore as a 
one-legged auditonee hoping to land the part of Tarzan. 

3.   When Bennett was asked why he allowed Mary 
Shepherd to live in his drive for 15 years – the story 
which is the subject of The Lady in the Van – he replied: 
“allow isn’t quite the word. I was just faced with her – it 
was like Eleanor Roosevelt moving in. I just got used 
to it. I know this sounds odiously modest, but I don’t 
think it needed much goodness. It’s more laziness. Just 
as you can do harm by being lazy, you can do some 
good as well.”

 4.   The last book read for the children’s programme, 
Jackanory, which ended in March 1996, was AA 
Milne’s The House at Pooh Corner.  Bennett was the reader.
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5.   In 2010, while carrying £1,500 in cash to pay 
some builders, Bennett was mugged by a couple who 
had secretly daubed his coat with his ice cream and 
then offered to wipe it off. As they did so, they stole 
the money he was carrying. He only realised this 
once back in his car. “The casualty, though, is trust, so 
that I am now less ready to believe in the kindness of 
strangers,” he said afterwards.
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How does Bennett treat 
homosexuality in the play?
 
Some critics think Bennett’s treatment of Hector’s 
behaviour to his pupils is both too indulgent and 
self-indulgent. (“It got more and more into a gay 
romp, didn’t it? It lost control completely,” said Tom 
Paulin in an early discussion of the play. “Cheap 
laughs I thought, actually,” said another of the panel, 
Julie Myerson.) It has also been observed, 
somewhat contradictorily, that the treatment of the 
homosexual characters in the play is homophobic in 
that the outcome for each of them is unhappy.

We quickly learn that the “history boys” take 
their turn to sit on the back of their elderly master’s 
motorbike, said Douglas Murray in The Spectator.

Each evening he gropes their genitals. The one 
boy (also, naturally, gay) who never gets selected 
for groping complains to the other boys about the 
“rejection” he feels. A younger male teacher falls 
for one of the boys who, though himself straight, 
is so attracted to his teacher that he offers him 
oral sex. Even the uptight puritan headmaster, 
forced to ask the first groping teacher to retire, is 
given abuse lines for laughs. “Think of the gulf of 
years,” he complains to another teacher of the 
motorbike incidents. “And the speed! One knows 
that road well.” Rarely can our National Theatre 
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have rung with so much merry laughter at 
teacher-on-pupil sex abuse.

Bennett himself find the idea that he was condoning 
paedophilia ridiculous. The boys are “consenting 
adults”, he told The Guardian. That is “either 
breathtaking cynicism or naivety on his part”, said 
David Batty, writing about the film in a Guardian 
blog. It is clear that the boys do not consent to 
Hector’s “laying on of hands” (this is not quite so 
clear in the play). Yes, the pupils may be 18, but 
Hector’s justification for his actions – that the 
nature of education is in and of itself erotic – seems 
“bizarre and unsatisfactory”.

Batty thinks Bennett too sympathetic to Hector, 
presenting him as a victim who is eventually 
“lauded” in front of the whole school.

What’s the message Bennett’s trying to convey 
here? That it’s OK for teachers to molest their 
pupils as long as they help them get into Oxford 
or Cambridge? Or is the audience meant to 
excuse Hector’s behaviour on the grounds that he 
grew up in an age when homosexuality was 
repressed, so we shouldn’t begrudge him a little 
fumble behind his wife’s back? Whatever the 
intention, the misty-eyed, nostalgic tone… seems 
totally unsuited to addressing such a thorny 
topic… I can only wonder if Bennett’s bourbon-
biscuits-and-tea image has protected him from 
tabloid outrage.



34

Doug Phillips, in Text and Presentation (2007), 
notes how some critics have taken umbrage at the 
play’s “shameless propagation of gay stereotypes, 
especially that of the teacher-paedophile”, but 
wonders whether Hector is perhaps a knowing – 
even ironic – stereotype. Steve Vineberg, more 
positively, sees the play’s attitude to its protagonists’ 
sexual desires as “conspicuously – and refreshingly 
– non-judgemental”. It allows the boys to be treated 
not as victims but as equal partners in the drama, 
able to hold their own.

There is a sense in the play that transgression is 
always an undercurrent in a school and only to be 
expected, among both pupils and staff, however 
senior. Hector’s molestation has a subtler parallel in 
the flirtation between Dakin and Irwin – which is 
also morally questionable. And in this case, at least, 
Dakin seems to be the instigator. Hence Bennett’s 
stage direction during the seduction scene: “This is 
quite a pausy conversation, with Dakin more master 
than pupil” (p. 88).

The Headmaster himself has little right to the 
moral high ground. He is similarly unethical in the 
unwanted sexual advances he makes upon his 
secretary, Fiona, as reported by Dakin. Indeed, 
Dakin uses this as leverage to go easy on Hector, 
effectively blackmailing the Headmaster: “I asked 
him what the difference was between Hector 
touching us up on the bike and him trying to feel up 
Fiona” (p. 102). For Dakin, Hector’s actions are not 
especially immoral.
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Reinforcing the play’s attitude to transgression, 
Rudge sings “It’s a Sin”, a 1980s’ hit by the Pet Shops 
Boys, just before Hector gets on his motorbike for 
what will be the last time. The lyrics, like the poetry 
Hector himself is always quoting, give us a way to 
think about the events we have witnessed. It is 
significant that Bennett places them near the end:

At school they taught me how to be
So pure in thought and word and deed
They didn’t quite succeed
For everything I long to do
No matter when or where or who
Has one thing in common too
It’s a, it’s a, it’s a, it’s a sin
It’s a sin.

The song rings true about Hector, and about the 
boys, who scoff at the idea of being his victims. 
Timms, in an aside near the beginning about 
Hector’s tendency to hit his pupils, says: “The hitting 
never hurt. It was a joke. None of us cared. We 
lapped it up.” His casual hitting, like his casual 
molestation, is treated as a joke – and the boys 
accept it, making it hard to dispute Douglas 
Murray’s observation about the play’s gay characters 
being “in the case of the teachers gaily abusive, and 
in the case of the pupils happily abused”.

Dakin even uses his experience of enduring 
Hector’s fumblings to reconsider how he touches 
Fiona:
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Dakin: Lecher though one is, or aspires to be, it 
occurs to me that the lot of woman cannot be easy, 
who must suffer such inexpert male fumblings 
virtually on a daily basis. Are we scarred for life, do 
you think?
Scripps: We must hope so. Perhaps it will turn me 
into Proust. (p.77)

A typically matter-of-fact view of Hector comes 
from Mrs Lintott, who, though fond of her colleague, 
insists that “A grope is a grope. It is not the 
Annunciation” (p. 95). She is well aware of his 
tendency to reshape reality with rhetoric, and in 
response to his justification – “It was a laying on of 
hands, I don’t deny that, but more in benediction 
than gratification or anything else” (p. 95) – she lets 
him know that sometimes he takes his delusive 
purity (here comparing himself to a priest giving a 
blessing) too far.

His death comes as both a shock and an anti-
climax. Indeed it is one of the striking facts about 
The History Boys that none of the three principal 
gay characters is destined to end up happy. What 
should we make of this? In the Financial Times, 
Alistair Macaulay, while full of praise for the play, 
believing that its “tender, full-hearted understanding 
about the attractions between schoolboys and their 
schoolmasters” is one of its finest features, had one 
“substantial” reservation.

Among its large cast of characters young and old, 
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it features three homosexuals, each of whom 
Bennett singles out for an awful fate – one 
(Hector, the inspiring English master) to die in 
an accident, one (Irwin, the provocative history 
master) to be crippled for life, and the last 
(Posner, the one of the schoolboys who does best 
in his Oxbridge entry) to become a creepy loner, 
an internet saddo. The last feels particularly 
gratuitous: the play in no way needs Posner to be 
psychologically crippled to that extent.

While The History Boys is far from a homophobic 
play, says Macaulay, one would nevertheless be 
tempted to label “this pattern of plot developments” 
homophobic. Or, as Charles Spencer has put it, 
“three out of three coming to grief is a bad statistic”. 
Not only do the three ostensibly gay characters 
reinforce stereotypes of gay identity, says another 
critic, but also the stereotyped fates of such identity: 
“tragic death, neutered disability, or lonely insanity”. 
Whether or not we think Bennett is too indulgent of 
these characters in much of the play, we can hardly 
fault him for over-indulging them at the end.

Significantly, the film version of The History 
Boys (in which the director, Nicholas Hytner, is 
listed as co-author) ends less miserably. Just as the 
arguments between Irwin and Hector are more 
evenly balanced on screen, so there is less of a sense 
of the homosexual characters being punished. 
Hector still dies, but Irwin suffers only a broken leg; 
the last time we see him he is not in a wheelchair but 
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walking, and without a stick. Posner no longer ends 
up as the loneliest and most troubled of the students. 
In the play we are told he “lives alone in a cottage he 
has renovated himself, has an allotment and periodic 
breakdowns”. In the film he has become a teacher, 
telling Mrs Lintott that he is a good one. “I’m not 
happy, but I’m not unhappy about it.”

So what, if anything, does The History Boys tell 
us about homosexuality and education? Does 
Hector, as John Stinson suggests, have a penchant 
for theatricality because he comes from an age in 
which gay men, of necessity, had “to act and pretend 
in their everyday lives”? He evidently enjoys taking 
part in the scene near the beginning where the boys 
pretend to be in a French brothel. Irwin, too, “a 
somewhat shy gay man still in the closet, also 
transforms himself in the classroom and performs 
his role of superior intellectual wit, replete with 
insult and condescension, in a way that is assured 
and arresting in its arrogance”.

Whether Hector’s, or Irwin’s, classroom 
performances are connected to their sexual 
orientation is left open, as Stinson says – but he 
quotes the sociologist Kenneth Plummer who has 
argued that while we all play social roles, 
homosexuals are likely to be more aware than most 
of us of “presenting a self” and “keeping up an act”. 
They are, or at any rate were, simply more 
flamboyant and histrionic as a way of dealing with 
what (still, in the 1980s) was “a stigma”.

Then there is Hector’s theory that “[the] 
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transmission of knowledge is in itself an erotic act”. 
It is hardly a new thought, but Bennett, in Doug 
Philips’s view, is trying to show us that teaching is 
not just an erotic act “but an erratic act”.

That is, the transmission of the most important 
kind of knowledge – knowledge which helps to 
enlarge our final vocabulary and make room for 
possibility – must ultimately deviate from 
traditional, prescribed, or inherited forms of 
education, which is to say it must deviate from 
the goal of mere socialization (resulting in the 
kind of group identity that comes with a shared 
understanding of historical “truth”) to self-
individualisation, and self-creation must deviate 
from a declarative mood of certainty – whether 
about our self, our world, or historical fact – to a 
subjunctive mood of possibility.

In other words, good teachers tend to be outsiders, 
even deviants. In Philips’s view, The History Boys 
suggests that the transmission of knowledge is in 
itself “a queer act”. (Philips is using the word 
“queer” to suggest whatever is different from the 
normal, the legitimate, the dominant.) It is an odd 
way of characterising original thinking, or good 
teaching for that matter, but it is certainly in line 
with Hector’s overall attitude to life.“You give them 
an education,” as he tells Mrs Lintott, respected but 
known for her attention to facts. “I give them the 
wherewithal to resist it.”
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How seriously should we 
take Mrs Lintott?
There are “layers of irony” in The History Boys 
which are not always easily discernible, says John 
Stinson. Bennett, however, does give us clues and, 
from time to time, “employs a meta-theatrical 
device” to draw attention to his own artifice.

This is a play full of “performances” which add to 
the fun. The longest “performance” is the brothel 
scene, which is played out entirely in French, 
improvised by the boys in Hector’s class. When the 
Headmaster and the newly-hired Irwin arrive in the 
classroom, and find Dakin minus his trousers, 
Hector quick-wittedly explains that he is pretending 
to be a wounded soldier – not a client in a brothel. 
This early scene, as Stinson says, foreshadows ideas 
of “prostitution, false representation, and 
inappropriateness”, all of which are “important 
motifs” in The History Boys.

Then there are the guessing games Hector and 
his students play, with the boys performing scenes 
from films – usually films from the 1940s – and 
Hector having to name the film.

Unlike Hector, however, the boys, in another 
meta-theatrical device, are sometimes allowed to 
address the audience directly. Two of them in 
particular, Scripps and Posner, constantly seem to 
be looking back on what is occurring from another, 
later point in time. They slip, we might say, from the 
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present tense into the historic present. Early on, for 
example, Scripps says that Hector has suggested he 
keep a journal if he wants to become a writer, to take 
note of things (p.10). Later, he steps out of the action 
to inform us that “When Irwin became well known 
as a historian it was for finding his way to the wrong 
end of seesaws, settling on some hitherto 
unquestioned historical assumption then proving 
the opposite.”

In Act Two Mrs Lintott, briefly alone on stage, 
also turns to the audience and says:

I have not hitherto been allotted an inner voice, my 
role a patient and not unamused sufferance of the 
predilections and preoccupations of men. They kick 
their particular stone and I watch.

These little speeches, amidst all the performances 
we are watching, remind us that there is another one 
to consider: the performance of the playwright 
himself. “Implicitly we recognise that his 
performance may, like all the other in the play, be 
called into question,” says Stinson.

In assessing Bennett’s “performance”, Mrs 
Lintott’s contribution is important; it helps balance 
the play. With only two exceptions (Stevie Smith and 
a brief mention of Virginia Woolf ) all the writers 
mentioned in the classroom are male, from Housman 
and Larkin to Auden and Proust. The History Boys, 
as its title suggests, is a very masculine play.

In the classroom, Mrs Lintott deals in facts, 
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merely equipping her students with the information 
she thinks they need to pass exams. Her 
interventions in The History Boys are similarly plain 
and sensible. She talks, as we’ve noted, of the “utter 
randomness of things” and, late in the play, offers 
another view of history:

History is a commentary on the various and 
continuing incapabilities of men.

What is history? History is women following 
behind with the bucket.

Mrs Lintott is the only female character – aside 
from the secretary Fiona and Hector’s invisible 
wife, about both of whom we only hear – and can be 
seen as standing for all the women of history. Her 
speeches are amusing and (understandably) 
sarcastic, her task being to squeeze in – she has 
relatively few lines – the other gender’s unheard 
point of view. One might reasonably argue that 
there being only one woman in the play with a slim 
presence serves to perform the gender imbalance of 
history, representing the slightness of the part 
women have been allowed. (David Greenberg 
disagrees, arguing that “her character, though 
important, is underdeveloped”, a mere cameo role.) 
Western history has so rarely given women the 
chance to make crucial decisions, let alone to tell 
their version of events. As Mrs Lintott says:

Can you, for a moment, imagine how dispiriting it is 
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to teach five centuries of masculine ineptitude? 
(p. 84)

Mrs Lintott, then, is the voice of common sense in 
the play. Her status as the lone woman makes her 
stand out and her down-to-earth way of seeing 
things encourages us to share her judgements. She 
is sceptical about the value of Hector’s teaching 
methods, but also says (to Irwin):

Forgive Hector. He is trying to be the kind of teacher 
people will remember. Someone they will look back 
on. He impinges.

On the other hand, she is damning about the 
Headmaster.

Our Headmaster is a twat. An impermissible word 
nowadays but the only one suited to my purpose.

It is a judgement hard to disagree with, though, as at 
least one critic has pointed out; having Hector in 
your school can’t have been easy. The Headmaster 
represents institutionalised education at its worst. 
Everything has to be accounted for and explained. 
Inspiration has no use for him, even when it gets 
results – as it clearly has done for Hector’s students. 
He is like Dickens’s Gradgrind, the school board 
Superintendent from Hard Times for whom 
“Nobody was ever on any account to give anybody 
anything, or render anybody help without purchase”. 
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For both, old-fashioned “virtues” have “no business” 
in teaching, the pun being intentional because 
teaching, for them, is very much a business. The 
Headmaster’s issue with Hector is that “in the 
current educational climate” his style of teaching 
can be “of no use” – something Hector, of course, 
would take as a compliment. “He may well be doing 
his job, but there is no method that I know of that 
enables me to assess the job that he is doing.” (p.67)

The Headmaster’s rigid way of thinking is 
suggested in the dialogue with Irwin when they first 
meet:

Headmaster: There is a vacancy in history
Irwin: (thoughtfully) That’s very true.
Headmaster: In the school. (p. 11)

Irwin, not having met the Headmaster before, 
doesn’t realise that he is a very literal thinker, and so 
takes – or pretends to take – his statement as an 
intellectual aphorism, not a pragmatist’s job offer 
(an understandable mistake, you may feel).

It’s worth noting that though he is referred to as 
the Headmaster in the dramatis personae and stage 
directions both Scripps and Dakin call him “Felix” 
at different points. Rather than calling him “sir” or 
assigning him an affectionate nickname like Hector, 
they call him by his first-name. Most of the time he 
is defined by his occupation, but, when named, it is 
only to make him more ridiculous rather than more 
human.
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What role does literature 
play?
Naming – and the importance of names – comes up 
in Hector’s discussion of literature when he and 
Posner sit down and read Thomas Hardy’s 
“Drummer Hodge”. The “important thing”, says 
Hector, is “that he has a name” (p. 55). This recalls 
Mrs Lintott’s conversation with Irwin about 
teachers’ nicknames, specifically that: “A nickname 
is an achievement… both in the sense of something 
won and also in its armorial sense of a badge, a 
blazon. (p. 41)” At least Hector, like Hodge, has a 
name. After Posner asks about the age of the poet 
when he wrote the poem, Hector makes another 
personal link: “My age, I suppose. Saddish life, 
though not unappreciated” (p. 55).

This tone of self-recognition continues into his 
explanation of compound adjectives. The examples 
he lists echo Hector’s own unfulfilled life: 
“Un-kissed. Un-rejoicing. Un-confessed. 
Un-embraced.” This is Hector at his most effective. 
Other teachers, as Mrs Lintott says, shove the books 
they loved at their students and get little response. 
“No discovery is why.” With Hector, there is always 
the sense that he is discovering things in the act of 
teaching, that there are things undiscovered. He 
doesn’t want “to turn out boys who in later life had 
a deep love of literature, or who would talk in middle 
age of the lure of language and their love of words”. 
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He hates that kind of reverence because it jellies 
with age, preventing people from seeing literature 
for what it should be: a radical means of discovery.

It is interesting that Hector’s reading of 
“Drummer Hodge” is profoundly wrong, which 
might be taken as further evidence of his erratic 
judgement: the mood of “Drummer Hodge” is quite 
different from the mood of the Rupert Brooke poem 
with which Hector and Posner compare it: Brooke’s 
tone is elegiac and patriotic; Hardy’s is bleak. 
“[Hector’s] gross misreading of Thomas Hardy’s 
“Drummer Hodge” suggests he may have been 
distractedly groping at the time,” says John 
Sutherland. Or perhaps Hector is simply too 
determined to identify himself with the dead 
drummer. What matters, though, is Hector’s broader 
judgement about literature: that “the best moments 
in reading are when you come a

cross something – a thought, a feeling, a way of 
looking at things – which you had thought special 
and particular to you”.

Though Irwin may refer to literature as “gobbets” 
or “flavour”, the play as a whole portrays art as a 
transcendent force, one that survives the analysis of 
history, changes of opinion, tides of time. And 
dismissive as he is, Irwin understands this.

Dakin: The stuff we generally do with Hector, the 
poetry, Shakespeare and all that, will the perspective 
alter on that?
Irwin: Not now, no, probably not.
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Scripps: Better shelf-life than your stuff, then, sir.
Irwin: That’s the point. It’s art. It has a different 
shelf-life altogether.

The references from works of literature, scattered 
through the text, serve as a kind of commentary on 
the action. As the boys and staff arrange themselves 
for a group photograph – the Headmaster drilling 
them all the while on how to look “like Oxbridge 
material” – Hector turns wistfully to the last couplet 
of Frances Cornford’s poem “On Rupert Brooke”, 
written after Brooke died aged 27 in World War One.

Magnificently unprepared
For the long littleness of life.

Hector gives us another negative compound 
adjective: Brooke is “unprepared” for death but 
magnificently so. His brilliance being tied up in his 
youth, he won’t have to suffer the ignominy of life in 
all its “long littleness”. This scene also recalls the 
many photographs taken of students – or of young 
regiments – before the First World War, poised 
forever on the cusp of adulthood. In quoting 
Cornford, Hector suggests his boys are equally and 
magnificently doomed.

Over much of the play hangs the spectre of the 
First World War, and though none of the boys will 
actually die (except in the film version, where 
Lockwood joins the army and dies in friendly fire), 
they will never regain the largeness and largesse of 
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youth. As Posner says of his Oxbridge exams at the 
beginning of Act Two: “All the effort went into 
getting there and then I had nothing left.” Instead of 
going out in a blaze of fire, their lives are destined to 
fizzle out. This grandiosity mixed with smallness 
prompted Tom Paulin to say of the play: “I thought 
it was sort of nostalgia for nostalgia.”

At one point, Timms responds to Irwin that: “No, 
with a poem or any work of art we can never say ‘in 
other words’. If it is a work of art there are no other 
words.” The words might be applied to any play, and 
reflect an important theme of The History Boys. 
Hector’s belief in the medicinal powers of literature 
is treated sceptically, but also sympathetically. 
Being laced through with quotations, the play 
reinforces the idea that sometimes no other words 
will do. Germaine Greer has written: “There is 
something unspeakable in this play that [Bennett] 
wants us to feel. That makes the play enormously 
effective.”

Irwin’s first appearance in the classroom 
confirms as much when he suggests an alternative 
to Hector’s use of “distrait” to describe a wounded 
soldier in French – what about “commotion”, 
meaning shell-shocked? After what the stage 
directions call “a perceptible moment”, Hector 
agrees that this is “le mot juste”. Irwin and Hector 
are briefly united in agreement: no other words will 
do. One might argue the play goes further than this. 
Not only are there occasions when “no other words 
will do”. Sometimes no words at all will do.
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What is our final 
impression of Hector?
It is in the final scenes of the play, after Hector’s 
death, that we get a real sense of how he is 
remembered by the other characters. From the fact 
that Irwin is in a wheelchair and the boys talk about 
the lives they have gone on to have beyond school, we 
gather that the perspective is from an indeterminate 
point in the future - from a point where Hector exists 
only in memory. During this commemoration, 
Bennett seems to be testing out Irwin’s theory of 
whether or not “commemorating” is, in fact, the best 
way of forgetting. Certainly Hector’s “fiddling” is left 
unmentioned in the final scene, and doesn’t seem to 
prevail in the boys’ or teachers’ recollections of 
Hector. As Virginia Woolf once said,

the past is beautiful because one never realises an 
emotion at the time. It expands later, and thus we 
don’t have complete emotions about the present, 
only about the past.

The “complete” emotions that remain range from 
the Headmaster’s dutiful but impersonal “If I speak 
of Hector it is of enthusiasm shared, passion 
conveyed and seeds sown of future harvest” to 
Lockwood’s “There was a time he put his head down 
on the desk and said, ‘What am I doing teaching in 
this godforsaken school?’ It was the first time I 
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realised a teacher was a human being” (p. 106).
Despite some fond words, the commemoration 

has a bleak smallness to it. Lockwood’s words leave 
the impression that Hector’s life served merely to 
teach a student that he was human. The play’s 
closing scene captures Hector’s significant 
insignificance; every individual’s impression, or 
effect, on history is small when you look at it 
dispassionately, but small impressions add up over 
the “long littleness” of a life. Crowther’s words sum 
this up: ‘He was stained and shabby and did 
unforgivable things but he led you to expect the best. 
Even his death was a lesson added to the store.’

Martin Jacobi, in The South Atlantic Review 
(vol. 71, no. 3, 2006) suggests that Hector’s death – 
and the disabling of Irwin – are of dramatic and 
rhetorical necessity. They signal the transition from 
a theoretical, schoolboys’ understanding of the 
world to a more “adult” version. In this adult world, 
“Irwin must suffer as well”.

Hector speaks the final words of the play, a last 
open-ended and ambiguous lesson: “Pass the parcel. 
That’s sometimes all you can do. Take it, feel it and 
pass it on” (p. 109). We might ask, by extension, 
what Bennett is passing on to us.
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What has the truth got to 
do with it?
As we noted earlier, when Scripps points out that 
the statement “the Second World War came about 
because of the First World War” is true, Irwin 
answers: “What has that got to do with it? What has 
that got to do with anything?” (p. 25). Actually, this 
view of the two wars is not true, or at least there are 
plenty of historians who think it is not true, but 
Irwin’s question – can we know the truth about the 
past? – lies at the heart of the play and, once spoken, 
cannot be laid aside. Historical truth is hard to pin 
down: if we had an unquestionably correct account 
of the past, after all, the study of it would become no 
more than a recital of clearly defined events.

For Irwin, “truth” is too pure a concept to be 
relevant in the classroom, or for academia as a 
whole. He argues that the truth is that World War 
One was partly Britain’s fault but that “we still don’t 
like to admit [this] because so many of our people 
died”. We may not like to admit it because it is not 
true either, or at least most historians think it’s not 
true, but Irwin presses on.

A photograph on every mantelpiece. And all this 
mourning has veiled the truth. It’s not so much lest 
we forget, as lest we remember. Because you should 
realise that so far as the Cenotaph and the Last Post 
and all that stuff is concerned, there’s no better way 
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of forgetting something than by commemorating it.

Irwin thinks there is no clear line between truth and 
falsehood in assessing the past because people 
distort what occurred in the act of remembering it. 
The very human attempt to keep a memory alive – 
of a person or event – results in that memory being 
simplified, or changed. So Irwin argues that though 
the past itself never changes, our perspective on it 
does.

In response, the boys take Scripps’s lead and 
recite “MCMXIV”, a poem about the First World 
War by Philip Larkin (p.27). Irwin replies: “How 
come you know all this by heart? Not that it answers 
the question.” The implication is that the boys’ 
recital, although not a primary historical source or 
piece of evidence, can help to answer a question, if 
only by providing “flavour” or – that much-hated 
term of Hector’s – a “gobbet” to festoon their essays.

But there is a distinction, the play suggests, 
between historical truth and literary truth. Poems 
contain an intensity of feeling, or expression of 
complexity, which is somehow truer to human 
experience. The poem’s title uses the Latin numerals 
for 1914, the year that the Great War began:

Never such innocence,
Never before or since,
As changed itself to past
Without a word.
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The words may well ring true for the boys 
because they speak of their own situation, about to 
lose their innocence. The boys offer their teacher an 
alternative conception of truth as something that 
cannot be defined, quantified or proven, but which 
still has authentic significance.

Typically, Mrs Lintott offers her own way of 
seeing the matter, wittily reframing the question in 
gender terms:

“The world is everything that is the case” seems 
actually rather a feminine approach to things: 
rueful, accepting, taking things as you find them. A 
real man would be trickier: “The world is everything 
that can be made to seem the case.” (p. 84)

Dakin and Irwin do indeed test the extent to which, 
for men, “the world is everything that can be made 
to seem the case”: Irwin, for example, lies about 
going to Oxford - or studying there as an 
undergraduate at least – in order to get a job. “At 
least you lied,” says Dakin, “And lying’s good, isn’t 
it? We’ve established that. Lying works.” (p.99) 
There’s a recklessness to Dakin, as he parades 
Irwin’s own reasoning in front of him, as though he’s 
not yet sure of the truth of these words, but their 
possibility is still heady and exciting to him. After 
all, he wins a place at Oxford on the strength of his 
“lying” and is beginning to see that deception is 
integral to an adult world where truth is “so relative 
as just to amount to another point of view” (p.72).
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In 1984, George Orwell writes that “the most 
effective way to destroy people is to deny and 
obliterate their own understanding of their history”. 
In their argument about the Holocaust, Hector 
chafes at Lockwood’s use of “etc.”: “What have we 
learned about language? Orwell. Orwell.” He’s 
referring to a 1946 essay, “Politics and the English 
Language”, in which Orwell warns against the (mis)
use of rhetoric in order to make “lies sound truthful 
and murder respectable”. Once we start referring to 
people as no more than a “verbal abbreviation” 
(etc.), says Hector, the death camps are not far away.

Once again, however, we need to be careful. 
Orwell’s desire to make English clear “as a window 
pane” may be admirable, but at one point Rudge 
tells Mrs Lintott that, according to Irwin, “if Orwell 
were alive today he’d be in the National Front”. This 
is not purely contrarian: great writer though he was, 
Orwell, at one time or another, denounced 
homosexuals, pacifists, feminists and vegetarians. 
Irwin’s notion of truth accommodates a more 
sceptical picture of Orwell. It asks the boys to 
question everything, even the idea that someone 
who argues against fascism might not himself turn 
out to be a fascist. This, for him, is the real way to 
avoid a repeat of the death camps.

As the American philosopher Richard Rorty has 
put it: “The trouble with aiming at truth is that you 
would not know it when you had reached it, even if 
you had in fact reached it.” We need to question 
everything, The History Boys suggests, including, 
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one might add, the education system in Britain 
which, as portrayed in the play, seems destined to 
fall victim to its own self-limiting cynicism, 
especially with the death of disobedient teachers 
like Hector.

Conclusion
In his review of Alan Bennett’s diaries – Keeping On 
Keeping On – in the Times Literary Supplement, 
Ian Sansom says that the playwright “is rightly held 
so highly in the nation’s esteem” that to say anything 
bad about him “could only be interpreted as a 
reflection of one’s poor taste and sense and morals 
and indeed as an offence against Englishness itself”. 
But let us imagine, says Sansom, what a reviewer 
who had never heard of Alan Bennett might say, 
having no knowledge of his status and achievements.

The A. N. Other Reviewer might point to the 
contradictions in Bennett’s own life – between his 
continuing sense of failure, for example, and “his 
obvious and massive success”, between his 
reputation for being a “teddy bear” and the rage 
sometimes shown in his writing. A. N. Other 
Reviewer might then go on to point out (from the 
evidence of the diaries) how his generosity of spirit 
can sometimes seem to resemble spite and that “the 
extraordinary contradictions in the life of the author 
are reflected also in his work”.

But while one can imagine such a review, says 
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Sansom, there are some things

that cannot be said by those of us without the 
skills of a great dramatist: it takes the gifts of a 
writer like Bennett, with his ear so attuned to his 
own deep and conflicting inner voices, and to the 
many competing voices of others, to be able to say 
something and not to say it, or to say something 
and to mean the opposite, or to express such 
profound depths of emotion while apparently 
saying so little.

“In Bennett’s work, close observation often results 
in ambivalence,” says Kara McKechnie. Writing 
shortly before The History Boys appeared, she says 
that Bennett “has effectively presented himself as 
politically left-wing, socially right-wing”, and 
whether or not we accept this, it is surely true, as 
McKechnie also writes, that “a strong sense of being 
in two minds runs through his whole body of work… 
This sense of ambivalence provides the crucial 
tension within [his plays].”

There is no doubt about Bennett’s affection for 
his flawed teacher, or that there is a sentimental 
streak in the play: how many schools feature so 
many ultra-sophisticated, highly cultured, super-
smart boys, never mind teachers of the calibre of 
Hector and Irwin? “I don’t believe those kids aren’t 
ready to pass Oxbridge instantly, they’re all so feisty 
and knowing,” said the critic Julie Myerson after 
seeing the play. But the sentimentality is often 
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undercut. Hector uses the school as a refuge from 
reality, and we learn that on occasion he literally 
locks the door of his classroom. When Irwin asks 
the boys why he does this, as John Stinson says, they 
give “humorously satiric” responses. Lockwood 
answers:

It’s locked against the Forces of Progress, sir.

Crowther adds:

The spectre of Modernity.

And Akthar puts in:

It’s locked against the future, sir.

Hector is here the target of some gentle satire, even 
if his nostalgia is shared by the author. The play, 
however, also recognises, as Stinson puts it, that the 
old world while “seemingly so innocent, was 
complicit, sometimes consciously, often only 
vaguely, in various types of oppressiveness and 
unfairness, if not blatant and outrageous injustice”. 
It is one of the play’s many ironies that Hector, who 
has suffered more than the other characters from 
this, seems the least inclined of them to see it.



ALAN BENNETT

Alan Bennett was born in 1934 to lower-middle class 
parents in Leeds, an industrial city in West Yorkshire, 
and attended Leeds Modern School. His father, Walter, 
worked unhappily as a butcher and his mother, Lilian, 
suffered from recurrent depression. Bennett describes 
his childhood as dull and solitary, always on the edge of 
things – even the Second World War, he says, passed 
without excitement.

Much of his free time was spent in the public library, 
but he came into his own in school plays – his voice, 
which didn’t break until “well after sixteen”, allowed 
him to play Kate in a production of The Taming of the 
Shrew. In 1953, he won a scholarship to study History at 
Exeter College, Oxford, where he gained a First and 
stayed on to lecture in Medieval History, before 
becoming involved in theatre.

Also at Oxford, and along with Peter Cook, Dudley 
Moore and Jonathan Miller, he conceived, wrote and 
performed in Beyond the Fringe, a comedy show which 
later became a West End hit in London. In 1968, he 
wrote his first full-length play, Forty Years On. Like The 
History Boys, performed almost 40 years on, it concerns 
a group of precocious students (in this case, based in a 
public rather than a state school), comes threaded 
through with literary allusions, and features a teacher 
– or housemaster – who finds it impossible to keep his 
hands to himself.

Bennett has always chosen to disclose as little as 



possible about his relationships, but his literary 
personality – shy, self-aware, repressed – is always close 
to the surface of his work: it’s “a sense,” as he puts it, “of 
being shut out”. And in all of his scripts for film, 
television and radio, he has written about characters 
either “shut out” by choice or by circumstance, including 
a middle-aged department store clerk, a mad king, and 
two of the Cambridge spies.

Michael Billington describes him as having “a 
peculiar ironic-elegiac tone”. It is this combination of 
detachment and sentimentality through which Bennett 
filters his own experience – the intelligent teenager from 
the North of England, insecure about his class and 
sexuality, who became a disenchanted Oxbridge scholar 
and teacher – which distinguishes The History Boys. 
Although now in his eighties, he has the knack, says Ian 
Sansom, of always “appearing to be the youngest person 
in the room”. At the same time he views much of the 
modern world with distaste. He hates “suburbanisation”, 
Classic FM, south London, and the general 
“nastification” of England – for which read England. As 
he says, “One does try not to be an Old Git but they don’t 
make it easy”.
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