
The History Boys by Alan Bennett 
Themes in the play 

© www.teachit.co.uk 2011 14122 Page 1 of 12 

Education  
Use this quotation grid to play four-in-a-row using the counters on the next sheet and to complete the activities that follow. 

 

1 

‘… or what’s all this 
learning by heart for, 
except as some sort of 
insurance against the 
boys’ ultimate failure?’  
p69 

‘… proudly jingling your 
A Levels, those longed-
for emblems of your 
conformity.’  p4 

‘Turning facts on their 
head.  It’s like a game.’  
p80 

‘I would call it grooming 
did not that have 
overtones of the monkey 
house. / “Presentation” 
might be the word.’  p8 

‘A question has a front 
door and a back door.  Go 
in the back, or better still, 
the side … Be perverse.’  
p35 

2 

‘They know their stuff. 
Plainly stated and 
properly organised facts 
need no presentation, 
surely.’  p9 

‘… they’re learned by 
heart.  And that is where 
they belong and like the 
other components of the 
heart not to be defiled by 
being trotted out to 
order.’  p48 

‘And they are bright, 
brighter than last year’s.  
But that’s not enough 
apparently.’  p10 
 

‘You give them an 
education.  I give them 
the wherewithal to resist 
it.’  p23 

‘… teachers just 
remember the books they 
discovered and loved as 
students and shove them 
on the syllabus.’  p23 

3 

‘… truth is no more at 
issue in an examination 
than thirst at a wine-
tasting or fashion at a 
striptease.’  p26 

‘Education isn’t 
something for when 
they’re old and grey and 
sitting by the fire.  It’s for 
now.  The exam is next 
month.’  p49 

‘You’ve force-fed us the 
facts; now we’re in the 
process of running 
around acquiring 
flavour.’  p33 

 ‘… open quotation 
marks, “All knowledge is 
precious whether or not 
it serves the slightest 
use,” close quotation 
marks.’ p5 

‘We’re making your 
deathbeds here, boys.’ 
p30 

4 
‘Well, they keep telling us 
you have to lie.’  p87 

‘… the gobbets you have 
taught them might just 
tip the balance.’  p48 

‘But I am thinking league 
tables … Reports to the 
Governors.’  p8 

‘The pursuit of it for its 
own sake,’ p37 

‘It’s to make us more 
rounded human beings.’ 
p38 

 A B C D E 
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Four-in-a-row counters – Education 
You will need a set of counters each.  Cut them out (and colour the borders if necessary so you can identify each set!) then play four-in-a-
row using the grid above.  Take it in turns to choose a quotation, identify the speaker and place your counter on the appropriate square.  
For example D3, Hector.  The first player to get four in a row vertically, diagonally or horizontally is the winner. 
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Education  

 
1. Use the character counters to play ‘four-in-a-row’, identifying the speaker in each case. 
Extension version: Shuffle your counters and place them face down in front of you.  Then 
take it in turns to place the top counter from your pile, matching the quotation to the speaker. 
 
2. Create a grid like the one below and complete the quotation quest using five of the 

quotations on the grid: 
 

Quotation Said by … Said to … Reason / 
significance 

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 
3. Sort the quotations according to your own opinion on a rising scale with AGREE at the 

top and DISAGREE at the bottom. 
 
4. Choose one of the teachers from the play and prepare a speech to explain why that teacher 

should modify their view of education.  Present your speech to the class. 
 
5. Prepare a speech to the school governors, drawing out the strengths and faults of the 

systems currently in use in your school. 
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The role of women 
Use this quotation grid to play four-in-a-row using the counters on the next sheet and to complete the activities that follow. 

 

1 
‘Story-telling so much of 
it, which is what men do 
naturally.’  p22 

‘I asked [the headmaster] 
what the difference was 
between Hector touching 
us up on the bike and him 
trying to feel up Fiona.’  
P102 

‘Women so seldom get a 
turn for a start, Elizabeth I 
less remarkable for her 
abilities than that, unlike 
most of her sisters, she did 
get the chance to exercise 
them.’  p83 

‘History is women 
following behind with the 
bucket.’  p85 

‘… that I should be 
assumed to be so discreet 
is in itself condescending.  
I’m what men would call a 
safe pair of hands.’  p68/9  

2 
 ‘Chases her round the 
desk hoping to cop a feel.’  
p29 

‘History’s not such a frolic 
for women as for men.  
Why should it be?  They 
never get round the 
conference table.’  p84  

‘… a feminine approach to 
things: rueful, accepting, 
taking things as you find 
them.’  p84 

‘I was so pleased on the 
night Mrs Armstrong told 
me she was startled to find 
she was the object of 
unaccustomed sexual 
interference herself.’  p68 

‘It’s not our fault, miss.  
It’s just the way it is.’  p84  

3 

‘… there are no women 
historians on TV, it’s 
because they don’t get 
carried away for a start, 
and they don’t come 
bouncing up to you with 
every new historical 
notion they come up with 
…’  p84 

‘Only on Fridays.  I need 
the weekend free for 
rugger.  And golf.’  p22 

‘She’s my Western Front. 
Last night, for instance, 
meeting only token 
resistance, I reconnoitred 
the ground …’  p28 

‘Why do you think there 
are no women historians 
on TV?’  p84 

‘Je voudrais travailler … 
dans une maison de 
passe.’  p12 

4 

‘… the predilections and 
preoccupations of men.  
They kick their particular 
stone along the street and 
I watch.’  p68  

‘What women know or 
don’t know has always 
been a mystery to me.’  
p52 

‘A husband on a low light, 
that’s what they want, 
these supposedly 
unsuspecting wives …’  
p92 

‘Lecher though one is, or 
aspires to be, it occurs to 
me that the lot of women 
cannot be easy, who must 
suffer such inexpert male 
fumblings virtually on a 
daily basis.’  P77 

‘… having taught you all 
history on a strictly non-
gender-orientated basis I 
just wonder whether it 
occurs to any of you how 
dispiriting this can be?’  
p83  

 A B C D E 
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Four-in-a-row counters – Women 
You will need a set of counters each.  Cut them out (and colour the borders if necessary so you can identify each set!) then play four-in-a-
row using the grid above.  Take it in turns to choose a quotation, identify the speaker and place your counter on the appropriate square.  
For example D3, Hector.  The first player to get four in a row vertically, diagonally or horizontally is the winner. 
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Women 

 
1. Use the character counters to play ‘four-in-a-row’, identifying the speaker in each case. 
 
 
2. Sort Mrs Lintott’s statements from the men’s.  Then answer the questions on women 

(follows quotation sheets). 
 
 
3. Create the following grid and complete the quotation quest. 
 

Quotation Said by … Said to … 

Views on 
women (or 

men) 
expressed 

What it 
says about 
the speaker 

     

     

 
 
4. After you have sorted through the quotations, consider the following questions: 
 

a) Who has most opinions about women?  Why?   

b) What tone (humorous, sarcastic, unhappy, cynical etc.) are the opinions of each 
group?  Why?   

c) Do all the males agree in their views?  What varying views do they have? 

d) What else can you add about the presentation of women in this text? 
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History 
Use this quotation grid to play four-in-a-row using the counters on the next sheet and to complete the activities that follow. 
 

 

1 

‘History’s not such a frolic 
for women as for men.  
Why should it be?  They 
never get round the 
conference table.’  p84 

‘Story-telling, so much of 
it, which is what men do 
naturally.’  p22   

‘If you want to learn about 
Stalin, study Henry VIII.  
If you want to learn about 
Mrs Thatcher, study 
Henry VIII.  If you want to 
learn about Hollywood, 
study Henry VIII.’  p35 

‘Find a proposition, invert 
it, then look around for 
proofs.  That was the 
technique and it was as 
formal in its way as the 
disciplines of the medieval 
schoolmen’  p35 

‘It’s subjunctive history.’  
p90 

2 
‘History is women 
following behind with the 
bucket.’  p85 

‘Paradox works well and 
mists up the windows, 
which is handy … That’s 
all it is.  In my case, 
anyway.’  p3 

‘But how can you teach the 
Holocaust?’  p71  

‘ … having taught you all 
history on a strictly non-
gender-orientated basis I 
just wonder if it occurs to 
any of you how dispiriting 
this can be?’  p83  

‘Yes, but the difference is, 
I didn’t lose any relatives 
in the Dissolution of the 
Monasteries.’  p74  

3 

‘It’s more than a game. 
Thinking about what 
might have happened 
alerts you to the 
consequences of what did.’  
p90   

‘History is a commentary 
on the various and 
continuing incapabilities 
of men.’  p85 

‘Elizabeth I less 
remarkable for her 
abilities than that, unlike 
most of her sisters, she did 
get the chance to exercise 
them.’  p83 

‘But this is history.  
Distance yourselves.  Our 
perspective on the past 
alters.’  p74 

‘History nowadays is not a 
matter of conviction.  It’s a 
performance.  It’s 
entertainment.  And if it 
isn’t, make it so.’  p35 

4 
‘Moments when history 
rattles over the points.’  
p89 

‘It has origins.  It has 
consequences.  It’s a 
subject like any other.’  
p71 

‘Mrs Lintott discourages 
the dramatic, sir.  “This is 
history, not histrionics.” ’ 
p18 

‘In our catechism old is 
good, older is better, 
ancient is best with a 
bonus on archaeology 
because it’s the closest 
history comes to 
shopping.’  p63 

‘… history?  It’s just one 
fucking thing after 
another.’  p85 

 A B C D E 
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Four-in-a-row counters – History 
You will need a set of counters each.  Cut them out (and colour the borders if necessary so you can identify each set!) then play four-in-a-
row using the grid above.  Take it in turns to choose a quotation, identify the speaker and place your counter on the appropriate square.  
For example D3, Hector.  The first player to get four in a row vertically, diagonally or horizontally is the winner. 
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History 

 
1. Use the character counters to play ‘four-in-a-row’, identifying the speaker in each case. 
 

2. Sort the quotations under the following headings:  Women/TV/Definition of what 
history is/How history should be taught.  Summarise the views in the play about each 
one.  Remember to use the PEE structure. 

 
3. Create a continuum line of agreement and place the quotations along the line according 

to how strongly you agree or disagree with a quotation.  Who do you agree with the 
most?   

 
4. Use the grid to answer the following questions: 
 
a) Quotation 1B 

i. What do you think Mrs Lintott means when she says ‘story-telling’?  

ii. Is she being positive or negative here?   

iii. How does this link with her opinion of Mr Lintott in the play? 
 

b) Quotation 1E 
Look up the definition of the word ‘subjunctive’ in the dictionary (p90).  In your own 
words, explain what type of history ‘subjunctive history’ would be. 
 

c) Quotation 2E 
Look at Posner’s speech on page 96.   

i. Compare the differences in behaviour and attitude expressed by Posner in both 
incidences and explain why this happens.    

ii. On page 87 Rudge says the boys are told they have to lie.  Do they?   

iii. Do you agree this type of ‘presentation’ might be necessary today?  What is your 
opinion of it? 

 
d) Quotation 3A 

Irwin says this to justify the methods he teaches.  He seems to be suggesting that his 
strategy of thinking of other points of view, no matter what, helps you be more aware of 
what actually happened.  

i. Do you agree with this?   

ii. Look again at ‘subjunctive history’.  Is it possible to have subjunctive history and 
be telling the truth?  Is truth possible at all in history? 

 
e) Quotation 4D 

Irwin goes on to become a TV historian and Mrs Lintott is pretty scathing about this 
sort of history.  She calls it the ‘bow-wow school of history’ (p84) and tells Irwin: ‘I 
enjoyed your programmes but they were more journalism than history.’  (p108).  To 
what extent do you agree with Mrs Lintott? 
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Art and literature 
Use this quotation grid to play four-in-a-row using the counters on the next sheet and to complete the activities that follow. 

 

1 ‘Art.  They get away with 
murder.’  p11 

‘Poetry is good up to a 
point.  Adds flavour.’  p26 

‘… 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.’  p26 

‘ … they’re learned by 
heart.  And that is where 
they belong and like the 
other components of the 
heart not to be defiled by 
being trotted out to order.’  
p48 

‘… the chief enemy of 
culture in any school is 
always the Headmaster.’  
p50 

2 
‘Most of the stuff poetry’s 
about hasn’t happened to 
us yet.’  p30 

‘I didn’t know you were 
allowed to call art and 
literature into question.’  
p47 

‘We’re making your 
deathbeds here, boys.’  
p30 

‘ … if we know one book 
off by heart, it doesn’t 
matter if it’s really crap.’  
p37 

‘Chant the stuff till they’re 
blue in the face, what good 
does it do?’  p49 

3 

‘Literature is medicine, 
wisdom, elastoplast.  
Everything.  It isn’t, 
though, is it, sir?’  p44 

‘The more you read, 
though, the more you see 
that literature is actually 
about losers.’  p46 

‘Breaking bread with the 
dead.’  p37   

‘… learn it now, know it 
now and you’ll understand 
it whenever.’  p30 

‘… if you reckon 
literature’s consolation, 
you should try religion.’  
p47 

4 ‘It’s not education.  It’s 
culture.’  p39 

‘It’s art.  It has a different 
shelf-life altogether.’  p76 

‘Art wins in the end.’  p27 

‘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.’ p56 

‘I didn’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.’  
p94 

 A B C D E 
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Four-in-a-row counters – Art and literature 
You will need a set of counters each.  Cut them out (and colour the borders if necessary so you can identify each set!) then play four-in-a-row 
using the grid above.  Take it in turns to choose a quotation, identify the speaker and place your counter on the appropriate square.  For 
example D3, Hector.  The first player to get four in a row vertically, diagonally or horizontally is the winner. 
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Quotation quest answers 
 

   
Education 

 
Women 

 
History 

 
Art & Literature 

1A Mrs Lintott  1A Mrs Lintott  1A Mrs Lintott  1A Headmaster 
1B Hector  1B Dakin  1B Mrs Lintott  1B Irwin 
1C Dakin  1C Mrs Lintott  1C Irwin  1C Timms 
1D Headmaster  1D Mrs Lintott  1D Scripps  1D Hector 
1E Irwin  1E Mrs Lintott  1E Dakin  1E Mrs Lintott 
2A Mrs Lintott  2A Dakin  2A Mrs Lintott  2A Timms 
2B Hector  2B Mrs Lintott  2B Irwin  2B Dakin 
2C Mrs Lintott  2C Mrs Lintott  2C Hector  2C Hector 
2D Hector  2D Headmaster  2D Mrs Lintott  2D Lockwood 
2E Mrs Lintott  2E Timms  2E Posner  2E Headmaster 
3A Irwin  3A Mrs Lintott  3A Irwin  3A Posner 
3B Irwin  3B Rudge  3B Mrs Lintott  3B Dakin 
3C Rudge  3C Dakin  3C Mrs Lintott  3C Akthar 
3D Hector  3D Mrs Lintott  3D Irwin  3D Hector 
3E Hector  3E Dakin  3E Irwin  3E Scripps 
4A Rudge  4A Mrs Lintott  4A Irwin  4A Akthar 
4B Irwin  4B Hector  4B Akthar  4B Irwin 
4C Headmaster  4C Mrs Lintott  4C Lockwood  4C Lockwood 
4D Timms  4D Dakin  4D Irwin   4D Hector 
4E Timms  4E Mrs Lintott  4E Rudge  4E Hector 
 


