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Historical and biographical context 

In his introduction to the Faber edition of The History Boys (2004), 
Alan Bennett makes clear that his own experiences of Oxford 
University in the 1950s formed the origins of the play. He describes 
how he learned facts and ‘odd, eye-catching quotations’ (p. xiii) 
in preparation for his scholarship examination. He approached 
his final examinations in a similar way, arguing the questions ‘in 
brisk generalities flavoured with sufficient facts and quotations to 
engage the examiner’s interest and disguise my basic ignorance’. 
(p. xv). ‘This is the Irwin method.’ 

Because his focus was primarily the clashing ideologies of 
education, Bennett originally intended the play should be set 
in the present. When he discovered that Oxford and Cambridge 
had replaced entrance exams with A-level grades and other 
requirements, he set it in the 1980s, just before the old system 
came to an end.

Political context

Whether it was particularly important to Bennett or not, the 1980s 
setting has prompted many to approach the play by considering 
the politics of this period, dominated by the Conservative prime 
minister, Margaret Thatcher. Her profound influence on education 
included the introduction of a national curriculum and ‘league 
tables’ which compared examination results across all schools. 
This led to a crisis in educational ideology. On one side were the 
Hectors, who believed in learning for its own sake and educating 
children for life, and on the other the more pragmatic Irwins, 
whose focus was success in examinations. Students and teachers 
now experiencing a focus on examination results that is greater 
than ever before, could argue that Irwin’s approach has become 
the prevailing ideology in schools today. 

Social contexts: the meaning of
time and history

One of the most striking aspects of The History Boys is its focus on 
time. Throughout the play, time is a fluid concept, with seamless 
movement between timescales and shifts between past and 
present tense. The boys are all applying to read history, a device 
which allows Bennett to explore the significance of historical study 
and how the past influences the present. 

Perhaps the most trenchant opinion comes from the character 
Rudge during a mock interview: ‘How do I define history? It’s just 
one fucking thing after another’ (p. 85). The teacher Irwin has 
an even more cynical approach: told by a boy that the historical 
facts in his essay are ‘all true’, Irwin replies ‘What has that got to 
do with it? What has that got to do with anything?’ (p. 25). This 
might put us in mind not only of George Orwell’s warnings in 1984 
of a totalitarian future in which two plus two make five, but also 
of the way in which current political figures and organisations 
make use of what one member of President Trump’s administration 
has called ‘alternative facts’.

Gender politics

Dorothy Lintott is the third history teacher and the only female 
character in a play with complex and sometimes uncomfortable 
gender politics. Her approach to teaching, based around in-depth 
knowledge and ‘plainly stated and properly organised facts’, provides 
some middle ground between Hector and Irwin. Mrs Lintott is a 
woman of strong opinions and it is noticeable that she is the only 
character in the play to use gendered swear words. Her feminist 
reading of history (‘History is women following behind with the 
bucket…’) reflects her role in the play — as she points out in a 
soliloquy (p. 68). Her brisk and friendly teaching style maintains clear 
water between the student and teacher, unlike Hector and Irwin who 
both struggle to keep a distance from their students. 

Their investment in the young men’s education and future leads 
to complicated feelings about them on a personal level. This 
overstepping of the line between teachers and students is one of the 
trickiest aspects of the play to navigate, and is further complicated by 
both men’s difficulties in coming to terms with their homosexuality. 

Intertextuality 

Another way in which Bennett creates a strong sense of time as a 
continuum is through his use of intertextuality. The play is crammed 
with literary references, including First World War poets, French, 
Austrian and Greek philosophers, Kafka, Larkin, Orwell, Proust and 
Shakespeare. For example, when one of the boys recites Thomas 
Hardy’s poem ‘Drummer Hodge’, Hector points out the connections 
across time: Hardy wrote the poem when he was ‘about sixty. My 
age, I suppose…’, while the poem’s main character Hodge would 
have been ‘a young soldier, younger than you probably’ (p. 55). 

Other cultural references are also wide-ranging: Brief Encounter, 
Gracie Fields, Mozart, Rembrandt. This continual interweaving of 
ideas from different times and places emphasises the interlinking 
of past and present. Audiences might well feel that the breadth of 
knowledge required to identify and understand all the allusions in 
the play reflects the educational ideals of Hector rather than those of 
Irwin.

The History Boys was first performed at the National Theatre in 2004 and was 
immediately successful; it forms part of an ongoing creative partnership 

between the playwright Alan Bennett and the director Nicholas Hytner. The play 
then toured the world, including Broadway, and many of the young lead actors 

have gone on to individual success in theatre, television and entertainment, 
including James Corden, Jamie Parker and Dominic Cooper. 

The main focus of the play is the impact of two very different teachers on a group 
of eight young men at a grammar school who are preparing to sit entrance 

exams for Oxford and Cambridge. The first, Hector, idealises education. He sees 
it as his duty to educate the ‘boys’ for life with knowledge about everything from 
English poetry to the songs of Ella Fitzgerald. For him, exams are ‘the enemy of 
education’ (p. 48). A second teacher, Irwin, is appointed by the pragmatic head, 

and teaches the boys to develop attention-grabbing opinions which will help 
them stand out from the crowd in their exams. 




