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	Context



[image: ]The Slab Boys is a semi-autobiographical play - there are parallels between the life of the playwright, John Byrne and the character Phil McCann.
Byrne is a Scottish playwright and artist. He was born in 1940 in Paisley, Renfrewshire and raised in the Ferguslie Park housing scheme.
He left secondary school before taking his final exams, in part due to his mother's health. Like Phil, Byrne's mother suffered from schizophrenia and her violent episodes led to her periodically spending time in local psychiatric hospitals.
Byrne took a job as an apprentice in the slab room of the local carpet factory, grinding colours for the designers. This providing the inspiration and backdrop for his successful Slab Boys trilogy of plays.

[image: ]SETTING
The Slab Boys is entirely set in the slab room of A.F. Stobo Carpet Manufacturers. The factory is in Elderslie, an industrial suburb of Paisley in the West of Scotland.
The play takes place over the morning and afternoon of a Friday in the winter of 1957. At the time, Britain was still enjoying the liberation of the post-war era. The 1950s saw an increase in social mobility, Americanisation and growth of youth subcultures.
While no description of the factory is given, it is based on an actual carpet factory where Byrne served as a Slab Boy and designer in his youth. Stoddard’s Carpet Factory was built in 1862 and exported carpets all over Europe and America. The factory served as a hub of industry in the area, but was closed in 2003 and demolished to make way for residential buildings.
By locating the play in the slab room of a carpet factory, Byrne looks back to his own experience. Concentrating on the job of the Slab Boys - grinding and mixing powdered colour for the designers - he depicts a situation that involves repetitive physical graft but which hints at colour and expression. In this way the setting reflects the ideas of grim everyday reality and ambitions of escape into greater levels of creation, expression and fulfilment.







	Synopsis of Plot
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The play focuses on the events of a morning and afternoon in the slab room of A.F. Stobo & Co. There are two acts in the play: Act 1 is set in the morning and Act 2 in the afternoon. In the slab room, the colours which are used in the carpet manufacturing design process are ground and mixed by slab boys – Phil, Spanky and Hector. The work is fairly boring, and Phil and Spanky occupy themselves by cracking jokes, bullying Hector, avoiding work and annoying several more senior employees.

Act 1 opens with Spanky being slightly cruel to Hector. Mr Curry, their boss, grumbles about the lack of actual work being done in the slab room. When Mr. Curry leaves the room, Phil’s late arrival almost coincides with the arrival of Jack Hogg, who is accompanied by Alan Downie. Jack tells the slab boys that Alan will be working for the company during the holidays. It is quite clear that Alan is wealthier and from a different social background. Alan reveals that he will be going to university after the summer. Phil and Spanky tease Alan and their resentment of Alan’s privileged position is made clear.

When the joking has settled, Jack leaves Alan in the slab room. We learn that Phil’s home circumstances are very difficult. His mother has a history of mental illness and has been committed to the local psychiatric hospital. She has been admitted to this hospital on several occasions. Phil also reveals that he was late because he was submitting his art portfolio to Glasgow School of Art. He will receive a phone call informing him of success or failure later that day. Phil’s aggressive reaction to the discovery of his folio suggests that he is passionate about his art and is desperate to go to art school.

In Act 1 we also meet Sadie, the tea lady, and Lucille, who works in the design room. Sadie is selling tickets for the staff dance. There is more bullying of Hector but this stops when Hector tells Phil and Spanky that he is taking the beautiful Lucille to the staff dance. Unfortunately, this is only in Hector’s imagination. When Phil and Spanky find out the truth from Lucille, they decide to ‘help’ Hector by remodelling his image. 

Act 2 begins after lunch. We are back in the slab room and Phil is attempting to persuade Lucille to go to the dance with Hector. However, Hector’s appearance at the window frightens Lucille and she runs off. She has not recognised Hector as he has a cut ear and is in his undergarments – his drastically altered appearance is a result of Phil and Spanky’s ‘help’.

A great deal of slapstick ensues as the slab boys hide Hector’s condition while various other members of staff come and go. Phil’s attempts to get Lucille to go to the dance with Hector fail. While Phil is out of the room, the pay packets arrive but there is no envelope for Hector or Phil. It transpires that Phil has been sacked. Phil and Spanky assume that Hector is also being sacked and they have a ‘whip round’, presenting him with a pound note. They are shocked to learn that there was no pay packet for Hector because he has been promoted to the design room.

Things do not improve for Phil. When Alan returns to the slab room, he is bearing bad news: Phil’s application to study at art school has been rejected. Jack Hogg arrives with a note informing Phil that the ambulance crew have recaptured Mrs McCann, who is now safely back inside the psychiatric ward. The play ends on a bleak note for Phil who, after an exchange of harsh words with Curry, leaves for his home while contemplating the injustice of life and the fickle nature of fate.








	Characters


[image: Phil]
Phil McCann 
On the surface, Phil McCann is a demotivated, disengaged, working class Slab Boy with very little prospects. Despite his humour, he seems to take pleasure in confronting authority and shows little concern for the feelings of others. However, Byrne slowly scratches the surface, revealing a complex, self-destructive character driven by conflict and ambition to escape the life that he has been dealt.
	Aspect of Character
	Comment
	Quotation

	Phil’s Ambition
	The theme of ‘dreams and escape’ runs throughout the play.
Phil’s ambition is grander and fiercer than any of the other characters.  Phil’s wish to go to art school and pursue his passion is clear evidence of his intense ambition. It is worth noting that Phil chooses to keep his application a secret and does not ask for any assistance during the process. Is this because of pride; a hatred of being judged; fear of public failure?
	

Phil [to Alan] in reference to Art School exam:
“Difficult? It was a cakewalk, kiddo.”


	Phil’s Upbringing
	Phil’s upbringing has been particularly challenging: he was raised in a low-income house and has acted as carer for his mother who suffers from extreme mental illness.
Spanky reveals that Phil’s ambition was evident from a young age - he tells Alan that Phil had stayed on at school to sit his Highers. Unfortunately, Phil’s desire to succeed was derailed by his inability to control his behaviour - he was put out of school for throwing biscuits at a teacher.
	
Phil [to Alan]:
“What do you know about living in a rabbit hutch with concrete floors and your old man’s never in and you’re left trying to have a conversation with a TV set and a maw that thinks you’re St. Thomas Aquinas?”


	Phil’s Resentment
	As a result of his upbringing, opportunities to progress in life have not always been accessible to Phil. This leads him to build a resentment towards the educated and privileged classes (represented in the play by Alan Downie). 
This resentment presents a conflict for Phil. While he aspires to be a part of the society he despises he also resents the limitations of the working class. 
	
Phil [to Alan]:
“This way, sir… Let me take your problems, sir…”

	Phil’s Rebellion
	Phil’s ambition may be driven by his need to escape the working class life laid before him. It also suggests a desire to defy conformity and pave his own path - reflecting the freedom that youth culture seemed to promise at the time.
Phil rebels against authority. Within the opening few minutes of the play Phil has arrived late and lied to his boss (Mr. Curry) suggesting a complete lack of respect for authority. Phil remains consistently disrespectful and unresponsive towards his superiors, a reflection of Phil’s unwillingness to conform.
	
Phil [to Jack]:
“...away back to your desk and fester.”
Phil [to Curry]: 
“You… fighting the Japs? You couldn’t punch your way out of an origami toilet bag!”

	Phil’s Anger
	Phil’s rebellious attitude does not stop at authority. He is a dominant force in the slab room, quick to torment and intimidate anyone who challenges him, and even those who don’t. What begins as harmless banter quickly descends into abusive behaviour.
His need to dominate strengthens when he threatens Hector with a knife. 
This darker, angrier side to Phil continues to grow until its climactic point – his mother’s escape from the hospital. Phil turns on Alan, lashing out at his privileged existence while listing all of the difficulties he has had to endure throughout his life. He concludes by lunging at Alan whilst threatening to cut him.
It is evident that Phil has not processed all of his painful experiences. He chooses to lash out, or deflect with humour, rather than discuss his feelings honestly and rationally.
	
Phil [to Jack]:
“You can’t even get the tin trunks off a chocolate soldier, Jack.”


Phil [to Hector]:
“One more sound and I swear before the Virgin Mary I’ll come in there and slice your beans off!”


	Phil’s Optimism
	Despite all of the barriers Phil faces, and the rejection he suffers at the end of the play, he somehow remains hopeful. 
His final line and cartwheel seem like a celebration of life. This shows Phil's consistently optimistic belief that anything can be achieved. This suggests that he has not lost his fierce ambition, despite a succession of brutal setbacks.
Phil’s use of humour also shows his optimism; a determination to keep conversation and mindset positive; a desire not to dwell on the negative parts of life, but find humour in the everyday. 
	

“Giotto was a slab boy!”


	Phil’s Humour
	Phil relies on humour to:
· entertain 
· reach out 
· amuse 
· abuse 
· defend
Humour helps Phil to cope. A key part of this is to take on different voices and personalities. Acting as a privileged character who is very separate from his real daily concerns could be a way for Phil to maintain a distance and protect himself from his problems.
	
“Bless my boater, did you catch that, Cherry? A yuletide cadeau for the squirt’s Mater and blow me if old Quelch ain’t went and confiscated the blighter!”

“...this here is what we call a sink...s-i-n-k.”

	Phil’s Vulnerability
	Despite his aggressive nature, Phil is a likeable character with whom the audience can empathise.
His quick wit and energetic humour make him engaging, and his rare moments of vulnerability and honesty give us an understanding of his less appealing traits. This helps the audience to relate to him.
We see his kind nature when he asks Lucille to The Staffie on Hector’s behalf, instead of taking her himself. 
The love and devotion he has for his ill mother is admirable and he is angered by the mistreatment of her.
Only in his most honest moments do we see Phil's true vulnerability. 
	

“Medicine? Forty bennies crushed up in their cornflakes before they frogmarch them down to ‘Relaxation Classes’, then it’s back up to Cellblock Eleven.”

“D'you think going off your head's catching?”
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Spanky is Phil’s Slab Boy sidekick. He plays a key role in the humour of the play.
He is quick-witted and plays well off of Phil. Like Phil he is rebellious to a degree, and cheerfully mocks the other characters. However, there is a more compassionate side to Spanky than seen in Phil.
	Aspect of Character
	Comment
	Quotation

	Spanky’s Humour
	Spanky’s quick wit reveals his intelligence and sense of humour. We see him cheerfully mock:
· Alan’s middle class background – “Is Waldorf Bathroom your uncle or what?”
· Hector's style – “I mean what doll's going to take a guy seriously in that outfit and with a head like that, Heck?”
· Sadie's inability to make fairy cakes – “Fairies been putting cement in them again?” 
· Jack's appearance – “It's a bloody operating table you want to be on, Jack. That face...yeugh” 
Like Phil, he uses humour to cope with his difficult life. He frequently uses personas to imitate middle class people; a mode to distance himself from his own problems. 
	

Spanky [to Phil] in regards to Phil’s mother’s electroshock treatment:

“That’s shocking.”






Spanky [to Jack]: 

“You know you can get stuff for that? You rub it all over your phizog. It’s cried emery paper.”

	Spanky’s Compassion
	Spanky’s behaviour is held in check by a sense of conscience and concern for the others involved.
After Hector goes missing, Spanky is genuinely concerned (so long as it doesn't interrupt his lunch) and pulls Phil up about what he has done. He also defends Alan from Phil's verbal attack.
Finally, he is compassionate and understanding about Phil's family situation. He is the only person to whom Phil confides his darkest fears (inheriting his mother’s schizophrenia). 
	
Spanky [to Phil] regarding Hector’s makeover:

“He'll get bloody frostbite, ya swine. How could you do that to him?”


Regarding Phil’s verbal attack of Alan:
“Leave him alone, Phil...he doesn't know what you are talking about.”

	Spanky’s Ambition
	Spanky has dreams of leaving the slab room but is more grounded than Phil. He hopes to make his way into the design room one day. And he seems willing to bide his time until his opportunity arrives. 
Spanky does not take personal responsibility for his ambitions. He seems to see promotion as something that happens to you, based on random factors beyond your control. For all Spanky's rebellious talk, there is much that is very conventional about him. His views on progress and status can be very traditional.
On hearing of Phil’s dismissal, he responds to Phil sarcastically addressing him as ‘slab boy’ with ‘at least I still am one’. By the close of the play Spanky’s situation is completely unchanged, he is not going to the dance with Lucille, he has not been fired or promoted; he carries on grinding, accepting of his role but still waiting for his situation to change.
	










“Wait till I get my desk...just wait!”






[image: Image result for hector slab boys]
Hector McKenzie
Hector is a small, easily victimised member of the slab room. He endures relentless teasing from both Spanky and Phil. We learn about his previous experiences of depression and his suicide attempt, but by the end of the play he has been rewarded for his hard work by receiving a promotion to the design room.
	Aspect of Character
	Comment
	Quotation

	Easily Victimised
	Hector is frequently bullied by both Spanky and Phil throughout the play. He is an easy target for their quick wit and they frequently use humour to belittle him. 
This bullying takes a darker turn during his makeover, where Phil’s “banter” towards Hector becomes inexcusable. 
In the end the characters who have been the victims of the bullying (namely, Hector and Alan) come out on top, suggesting that kindness, tolerance and diplomacy could be the key to success.
	
Phil describing his treatment of Hector during his makeover:
“I had him tied to a radiator but he must’ve chewed through the ropes while I was having a…”

	Hector’s Undesirability
	Hector's undesirability is made even more apparent when Lucille is insulted by the very suggestion that she is going to the dance with Hector.
Hector is an easy target for humour. He spends most of Act 2 in his underwear, and his sudden appearances are a source of broad comedy.
	“I wouldn’t be seen dead with that smout at a dance.”

“I've seen more up-to-date clothes on a garden gnome...you're a mess Heck.”

	Hector’s Vulnerability
	Byrne also gives him vulnerability. When Alan berates Phil and Spanky for their treatment of that “poor little bastard”, Phil reveals that Hector had previously tried to kill himself because of his experiences with a girl. 
	Phil explaining to Alan why Hector tried to kill himself because:
“...some stupid lassie that wouldn't look the road he was on.”

	Hector’s Ambition
	Hector’s main ambition throughout the play is to get a date with Lucille. This reflects his longing for affection and companionship; a fry cry from Phil’s grand aspirations.
In the end Hector might not have got the girl, but he does get the promotion and as such, he is the only Slab Boy to have any of his dreams fulfilled by the end of the play.
And there is a hint at the end that Hector turns the tables on Phil and Spanky. He may only just have been promoted but he is ready to use his position to exert power over his colleagues.
	
Hector asking for two tickets to the Staff dance: 
“I’ll take a double.”


“No palming me off with sub-standard shades, Farrell.”
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Alan is a newcomer to the slab room who is begrudged because of his social class. His privileged background makes him a target of much of Phil’s resentment, but Alan himself does nothing to provoke Phil’s abuse. Rather, Alan shows kindness towards Hector and diplomacy in dealing with Phil. 
	Aspect of Character
	Comment
	Quotation

	Alan’s Social Class
	He is preparing for university and will be working in the design room, not the slab room. His background and status means he quickly attains a position the Slab Boys must work their way up to.
Alan highlights the social differences between characters and the assumptions and prejudices around social class. Many characters treat him with much more respect than they do for the Slab Boys. Jack Hogg shows him a degree of deference. Mr. Curry is impressed by Alan, and is keen to establish a bond with him. 
Alan is an educated and comparably privileged young man. This makes him the target of much of Phil's anger. However Alan himself has done nothing to bring on Phil's actions.
	




“That’s more than the three of us put together…”


Lucille to Alan: “Are you sure you can get your dad’s MG?”

	Alan’s Kindness
	It is clear from his kindness towards Hector and his diplomacy in dealing with Phil that he is a decent character
Phil sees none of this. Instead he focuses only on the signs of privilege - a higher wage, expensive belongings, such as his - much mocked - pen, his access to a luxurious car.
	
Sadie in reference to Alan’s manners:
“See that? There’s a showing up for youse…there’s what you cry manners.”







[image: Related image]Willie Curry
The Slab Boy’s boss and a former military man, Curry consistently demands a higher work ethic from them. While they are young and rebellious, Curry is middle-aged, middle-class and very traditional. 

	Aspect of Character
	Comment
	Quotation

	Curry’s Obsession with the Past
	While the Slab Boys dream of a better future, Curry looks to the past and his military service. He is keen to inform everyone of his heroic feats during the war and uses them as a way to compare the Slab Boys unfavourably with his own generation.
	
“I often wonder how a pair of greasy-quiffed nancy boys like you would’ve fared in the tropics.”


	Curry’s Conformity
	Curry is driven by discipline and conformity – making him a prime target for Phil’s rebellious attitude. He is appalled by the work ethic of the Slab Boys and struggles to identify with their culture or humour on any level.
The difference between Curry and the boys is a clear reflection of the generation gap.
Curry is keen to assert his position in the higher ranks of society and shows a conventional respect to those of higher social status. As a result he fawns over Alan.
	

“...things were a damn sight different in my day.”


	Curry’s Kindness
	Despite sticking to his formal role as boss, Curry is a kind man; he is sympathetic, not judgmental, with regards to Phil's mother, and despite Phil's distinct lack of work ethic, Curry fights (unsuccessfully) for him to keep his job.

	
“Muggins here even asked for a second chance for you. Me! For you!”
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A designer (and former slab room worker) who looks down on the Slab Boys, believing them to be idle and demotivated. His acne makes him an easy target for Phil and Spanky’s taunting.


	Aspect of Character
	Comment
	Quotation

	Target for teasing
	Jack's success at working his way up to designer suggests he should be an ideal role model for the Slab Boys. Instead, he is continually teased about his bad skin (pimple chops) and disrespected by the Slab Boys, particularly Phil.
	
“You can’t even get the tin trunks off a chocolate soldier, Jack.”


	Conformity
	His success is a reflection of his willingness to conform and follow company orders. This leads to confrontation with the ever rebellious, Phil.
	Jack to Phil:
“...grow up. There's a real world out there. Some of us have to live in it”

	Grounded
	Jack is a grounded character who appears to be impervious to Phil’s jibes, and - secure in his own beliefs.
	Jack to Phil:
“...grow up. There's a real world out there. Some of us have to live in it”
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Lucille Bentley
A sketcher in the company and every Slab Boy’s dream. All of the Slab Boys want to take her to the staff dance. Lucille is desirable - beautiful, sassy and stylish.


	Aspect of Character
	Comment
	Quotation

	Lucille’s Self Confidence
	Lucille is very straight talking and quick to put the male characters in their place.
She ridicules the idea of Hector taking her to the staff dance; knowing that she can have her pick of men and she can afford to be choosy. 
However, it is clear she does not want to settle down and be dependent on a man. Her confidence is evident when she talks with Sadie.
While Lucille is straight talking, she is every bit as sharp and funny as the boys. 
	

“Quit talking in riddles. If you've something to say spit it out.”




	Lucille’s Independence
	She has affection for James Dean and agrees to go to the dance with Phil. These suggest a love for rebellion, but ultimately Lucille chooses to go to the Staffie with Alan. The main factor in her decision appears to be the fact that Alan can pick her up in his dad’s MG car. We don't find out a huge amount about Lucille, but she clearly exhibits a degree of conflict between her working-class street smarts, and her aspirations to the enjoyment that middle-class privelege can bring.
As Phil and Curry represent the generation gap between men, Lucille and Sadie play a similar role. Compared to the older woman, Lucille stands for youthfulness, growing female independence and a desire to grab the best out of life.
	

“Lucille Bentley…Woman of the World…Fling out your men!”
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Sadie
The long-suffering tea lady. Sadie She is also nurturing towards Hector and attempts to defend him against Phil and Spanky’s bullying. She represents an older generation of working class women. 
	Aspect of Character
	Comment
	Quotation

	Sadie’s Motherly Instincts
	She is extremely nurturing and maternal towards Hector and protects him from Phil and Spanky’s abuse.
	“Leave my beautiful wean alone, you pair of hooligans!”


	Sadie’s Generation/ Class/ Traditional Atttitudes
	Sadie is the long-suffering tea lady, who is representative of an older generation of working class women. She criticises the behaviour of Phil and Spanky, preferring Alan’s mannerly approach.
Her disillusionment with love and romance conflicts with Lucille’s youthful, positive outlook, while her willingness to graft, with very little to show for it, highlights the plight of many working class women. Sadie is stoic in the face of adversity and her ability to challenge the Slab Boys, work until her feet ache, avoid self-pity and continue to dream is admirable.
	
Sadie in reference to Alan’s manners:
“See that? There’s a showing up for youse…there’s what you cry manners.”


	Sadie’s Ambition
	An intimate discussion with Lucille, shows a gulf in attitudes and experience between them. Sadie describes her useless husband, reveals that she suffered from breast cancer. While life has been hard for Sadie, she still has her dreams - even if they are just dreams of escaping her marriage.
	
“Soon as I've a good wee bankbook I'm showing that swine the door.”





	Themes


Each of the themes in The Slab Boys is explored through conflict between and within the characters:
· social division - the Slab Boys attempt to overcome the restrictions of traditional social classes 
· humour used to bully - all of the characters use their quick wit to pick on each other's faults 
· rebellion and conformity - Phil, Spanky and Lucille exert their own youthful ideas, while Curry, Sadie and Jack maintain traditional values 
· generation gap
· mental illness - coping with mental heath issues is complicated through social stigma and a lack of understanding 
· dreams and reality - Phil's insistence of following his dreams jeopardises his current situation 
	Social Division



Much of the conflict in the play stems from issues around social class, most notably the difference between the working class slab boys and middle class Alan. Alan attends university, earns good money and has material possessions that the slab boys cannot access. It is evident that Phil resents Alan's privileged life. In contrast he is limited to working in the slab room, where his greatest ambition is presumed to be a desk.



	Quotation
	Comment

	“rabbit hutch with concrete floors”
	Phil has clearly has a poverty stricken childhood

	Upon hearing Alan’s wages:

“That’s more than the three of us put together…”

	
Highlights the different social standing of the slab boys and Alan. Reveals low income of the slab boys. 

	About Alan’s fancy watch:

“You’ll get a hernia lugging that about, son.”
	Phil jokes about items he can’t have. Here, he makes an object of desire seem like a burden, as if he wouldn’t want it.

	
Curry, when assuming Phil’s folio belongs to Alan:

“A right pair of talented buggers”

	Mr. Curry’s incessant need to impress Alan highlights the value that was still place on social class in the 1950s. This shows the key role social class can play in determining a person's status in society.

	Lucille to Alan: “Are you sure you can get your dad’s MG?”
	Alan's access to an MG wins her over - a triumph for wealth and privilege.

	

Spanky: “Wait til I get my desk… just wait!”
	The working class characters ( Phil and Spanky) do not achieve their dreams, whereas the more privileged characters continue to prosper. 





	Humour Used to Bully



The play explores the fine line between having a laugh and bullying. To begin with, much of Phil and Spanky’s humour seems to dilute the severity of their taunting and highlights the difficulty of distinguishing between typically Scottish, working class banter and brazen abuse. It is evident from the play that the line between humour and bullying is fine. In the end the characters who have been the victims of the bullying (namely, Hector and Alan) come out on top, suggesting that kindness, tolerance and diplomacy could be the key to success. 

	Quotation
	Comment

	“plooky chops”

“It’s a bloody operating table you want to be on, Jack. That face… yeuch.”
	Phil and Spanky mock Jack’s appearance using their cruel humour. This also demonstrates their disrespect and rebellious attitude to superiors. 

	Curry to Spanky:

“You’ve got trouble trying to draw water from that tap over there.”
	
Curry makes a cheap joke at Spanky’s expense to undermine and demean him. 

	
“I had him tied to a radiator but he must’ve chewed through the ropes while I was having a…”
	Phil’s mistreatment of Hector descends to violence. This level of harassment has been normalised in the slab room and initially serves to entertain the audience, but this is too far.

	
“He’s a dwarf, for Christ’s sake!”
	Lucille is horrified at the notion of going to the staffie with Hector. He is ridiculed because of his appearance throughout the play (he is called “Pygmy Minimus” by Phil). 

	Rebellion and Conformity



Conflict between rebellious characters and those who conform drives the play forward and there is no real winner. Although Phil loses his job through his inability to follow orders, we are left unclear as to whether or not his nonconformist attitude will win out in the end.

	Quotation
	Comment

	
Poster of James Dean
	James Dean is a symbol of Phil and Spanky’s youthful rebellion. He is an icon of the postwar disillusionment of teens and young adults, rebelling against tradition. 

	Curry: There were men in my platoon fighting the Japanese with dysentry.

Spanky: How did they fire it - from chip baskets?
	Throughout the play Phil and Spanky rebel against their situation using the only power they have - the ability to use humour. Spanky openly mocks Curry (his superior) using his quick wit, revealing his rebellious nature and lack of respect. 

	“You must be joking! Whose permission do I need?...The little...! Did you hear it?? His permission?? His bloody...?”
	Phil is enraged when Mr. Curry suggests he should have got permission to attend the Art School. Phil is an extremely rebellious character and refuses to follow the orders of his superiors.

	
“A couple of years in the forces would smarten your ideas up a bit”

	Mr. Curry is a disciplined and conformist character, who bows down to authority and craves regulation. He is an ex-military man and regularly brags about his time in combat. He does not approve of the Slab Boys' rebellious attitude.

	“There’s a real world out there. Some of us have to live in it.”

	Jack Hogg serves as an example of where conformity can get you, having worked hard in the slab room to gain a desk in the design room.

	Lucille to Sadie:
“Who wants to get to your age?”
	Lucille is not only disrespectful to Sadie, here, but dismisses her advice. Lucille, like Phil, is optimistic for her future and lives in the moment. She does want to follow the traditional footsteps of the women before her. 



	Generation Gap



The play explores issues around the generation gap, a widely discussed subject at the time, resulting from the emergence of youth subcultures and the birth of ‘the teenager’ in 1950s Britain.

	Quotation
	Comment

	“things were a damned sight different in my day”

“Is this what Wingate gave up his last gasp for? So that louts like you could get yourselves a cushy little number?”
	Curry represents the conformist and compliant older generation. Curry questions whether the sacrifices of his generation in World War 2 are wasted on the youth of the 1950s. He longs to return to a time of discipline, tradition and conformity. 

	
“Jimmy Robertson blew the gaff. The only thing you’ve ever hacked your way through is battalion payslips”
	Phil accuses Curry of lying about his experiences in the war. This accusation undermines Mr. Curry’s authority for the final time and suggests that a harmonious bridge across a generation gap cannot be found

	
Sadie: You’ll learn flower… you’re young yet… Wait til you get to my age…

Lucille: Who wants to get to your age?
	Here, Sadie is keen to impart her wisdom onto a youthful Lucille. However, Lucille cannot put herself in Sadie's position any more than Sadie can appreciate how attitudes and prospects have changed life for young women like Lucille.







	Mental Illness


The play highlights what many would now regard as the ill treatment of people with mental illness in the 1950s.
	Quotation
	Comment

	“Abject bloody misery, it was. Dark-brown wax cloth you could see your face in… bathroom mirrors you couldn’t. Lights out at half seven… no wireless, no comics, no nothing.”

“First week tied to a rubber mattress, next five wired to a generator.”

	
This reference to the bleak conditions in the hospital and the use of electroconvulsive therapy highlights some of the many challenges faced by those with mental health issues.

	“What do you know about razor blades and public wards and row upon row of gumsy cadavers all sitting up watching you stumble in with your Lucozade and excuses?”
	Here, the harrowing impact of mental health is morosely evident. Phil’s inability to control or cope with the situation shows that mental illness not only affects an individual, but those around them too.

	Spanky to Alan:
“We’re all nuts, kiddo”
	This, along with Hector’s suicide attempt, shows that mental illness is not just confined to Phi’s family, but a much wider social issue. 






	Dreams vs Reality


The constant struggle between dreams and reality is evident throughout the play and Byrne leaves it to the audience to decide whether Phil’s hopeful optimism or Jack’s staunch pragmatism wins out.
	Quotation
	Comment

	
“Giotto was a Slab Boy!”
	Phil looks to Giotto as someone who rose from a humble position to achieve artistic greatness. This example of success helps Phil hold onto his dream that his ability and drive mean he can achieve anything. He has fierce ambition and prefers to focus on his dreams rather than the life he is in now.

	
“I'm biding my time sweetheart. Soon as I've got a good wee bankbook I'm showing that swine the door.”
	Sadie shares her hopes of escape from her unhappy marriage. Sadie's hopeful belief that she can save enough money to leave her husband and be liberated shows the importance of a dream in helping people cope with their gloomy circumstances.

	“He used to come out to my desk… you soon put a stop to that… called him for everything… made his life a misery… Hector could’ve been a pretty good designer by now.”
	Here, Jack accuses Phil and Spanky of crushing Hector’s dreams. He recognises the value of Hector’s limited but realistic goals.

	
“There’s a real world out there. Some of us have to live in it.”
	Jack is unimpressed with Phil’s daydreaming. Jack has worked hard to achieve his dream, no matter how unimpressive his dream seems to the other slab boys. 

	
“Why don't you can it Phil? Me and the boy want to get cleared up.”

	Here, Spanky has accepted his fate in the slab room. He does not share Phil’s talent or ambition, and seems to accept that his only ‘dream’ will be conventional promotion to the design room. 









	Style and Technique



The Slab Boys is a comic play. It is intended to be watched, not read. When performed, the rhythm and richness of the language is clear, and the emotive undertones of the humour can be felt.

The play is naturalistic, partly due to the fact it is semi-autobiographical, and partly due to its workplace setting and real time action. Byrne’s use of colourful Scot’s language breathes life in to the characters and adds realism to the play, such as Sadie’s vivid description of her husband as a stupid scunner.

Humour is a key component in the development of characters, plot and theme. Byrne uses a range of comic devices including wordplay, farce, parody and black comedy to guide the audience through a complex and eventful day in the life of a Slab Boy.

	Conflict



While Byrne employs a range of literary devices to bring his play to life, conflict is the engine of the story.

Conflict between characters
Each of the main themes brings conflict to the play:

· conformity versus rebellion 
· age versus youth 
· dreams versus reality 
· bullying versus humour 

While each of the themes is explored through the main characters' circumstances, the characters themselves are often set up in opposition to each other, with pairs of characters representing different 'sides' to the themes in their dialogue.

Phil's inner conflict
Inner conflict is also reflected through Phil. He experienced conflict about:

· his place in the world: ... “I just might have the savvy to realise there was more to life than giving myself housemaid's knee on them slabs”
· his mental health: D'you think going off your head's catching? 
· his ambition but unwillingness to conform to societal norms: I'm not other people, Jack
 
Conflicting audience emotions
The audience is left with their own inner conflict. Do we think Phil admirable for his rebellion and ambition, or unsympathetic because of his bullying? Should we laugh at Hector or feel sympathy for him? Should we be entertained or offended by the characters for their often aggressive and mocking humour?

Throughout the play, the sad stories of each character are revealed with genuine and relentless humour. This leaves the audience with divided emotions, possibly wanting to laugh and cry at the same time.




Language

Scots and Scotland
The play is written in Byrne’s own Paisley tongue, giving an honest portrayal of the life of a Slab Boy.

There is regular use of Scot’s language, with characters threatening to skelp one another on the nut and slice your beans off. The richness of the language adds humour and rhythm to the play. It can amuse, sadden and engage the audience all at once.

There are also references to Scottish culture, such as Spanky’s metaphorical description of Lucille as The thrupenny in the dumpling. This portrays her as a prize - referring to the Scottish tradition of baking a coin into a cake to bring luck and wealth to the guest who found it.

Monologues
The protagonist, Phil, delivers a series of monologues which reveal the hardships he has faced and his aggressively dark side. His final rant to Alan consists of a series of questions which highlight the stark differences between the characters’ lives:

What do you know about living in a rabbit hutch with concrete floors and your old man’s never in and you’re left trying to have a conversation with a TV set and a maw that thinks you’re St. Thomas Aquinas?

Each question builds the tension of the scene and climaxes with Phil lunging at Alan, threateningly informing him that I know where I'd like to cut you.

Phil’s closing monologue is more humorous, and he assumes the character of a wealthy man, parodying the upper classes before facing the reality of his day. He closes his monologue, and the play with a hopeful thought that suggests Phil will continue to pursue his ambitions; Giotto was a Slab Boy!

Stage directions
Throughout the play stage directions add to the physical humour and characterisation of each of the Slab Boys.

For example Phil's mockery of Sadie's baking skills; taking fairy cake and banging it off the side of the trolley, and Spanky's willingness to steal; Hands Phil a cakes he's pinched.

The physical comedy in Hector's farcical makeover comes entirely from Byrne's carefully scripted stage directions; from the instruction that Phil throws Hector over his shoulder to the flurry of entrances and exits.

Finally, the stage directions reveal a new side to characters. Spanky’s willingness to work when away from Phil is evident when he starts working quickly and methodically in his absence, and Phil’s violent nature is clear when he makes a lunge at Alan and Thrusts knife through edge of door while threatening Hector.

The victory over the bullying behaviour of the Slab Boys is also secured when Hector Takes Parker Pen out of Phil’s pocket and hands it to Alan, showing Hector’s new found confidence.




HUMOUR

Ultimately, The Slab Boys is a comic play and humour is used in various forms with a spectrum of effects.

Black/dark comedy
Black (or dark) comedy describes the use of humour to make light of a dark, or morbid subject matter. Byrne manages to find humour in many of the character’s tragic stories. 

Sadie’s heart-breaking backstory is steeped in humour as she explains to Lucille that her husband mistook her prosthetic breast for one of our James's old footballs that got bursted.

Phil’s casual description of his mother’s behaviour; All she done was run up the street with her hair on fire and dive through the Co-operative window is at once comical and tragic. 

Spanky’s quick wit lightens even the darkest of situations, justifying Phil’s violent behaviour by telling Alan You don’t want to pay too much attention to Phil, son…he reads a lot.

Phil evens manages to provide a laugh when discussing his dismissal from work, telling Spanky Yes, you might’ve been lucky and got the bag like me, old chap. 

This ability to make light of the most harrowing events shows the character’s reliance on humour to get them through the day and leaves the audience laughing at a host of tragic situations. 

Parody
Parody is humour through imitation, and Phil and Spanky regularly assume and exaggerate other characters for comic effect.

When Alan first arrives they introduce him to the slab room in the style of television presenters Right Eamonn… let’s show you some of the mysteries of the slab room. Mr Farrell… adding an energy to the scene and emphasising the mundane nature of the work.

Phil also adopts the persona of an upper class gent, parodying the heightened language and privileged lifestyle of those he resents: A trick, you cad, take that
This creates comedy, but also reveals Phil’s defensive nature. He finds it easier to cope with his difficult situation by assuming the guise of another, removing himself from the reality of the situation, as if in denial.

At the end of the play, Phil’s use of euphemism and parody allows him to plan his next move, without facing up to the grim reality of his situation:

Confront the old duffer…break the news about the scribblin’ school, the sack, and…oh yes, the old dear’s impromptu dip.

Farce
Farce is a style of comedy that aims to entertain the audience through creating situations that are highly exaggerated and improbable, featuring a flurry of entrance and exits, mistaken identity, physical humour and absurdity.

The opening of Act Two delivers on all counts. Hector’s absurd appearance, Lucille’s assumption that Hector is a terrifying monster, and Phil’s increasingly aggressive approach to concealing him from the bustle of visitors to the slab room creates much hilarity. This culminates with the arrival of Hector’s restyled outfit - a ridiculous look which the Slab Boys, somehow, manage to convince him looks just incredible

The stage directions are key to the humour in this scene, as much of the comedy is physical. Hector is instructed to tumble out of the cupboard, before being bundled back in, and the timing of the entrances and exits is perfect.

Word play
The slab room is filled with word play and puns. This reveals the quick wit, and potential intelligence of the Slab Boys.

Upon being told that Phil’s mum is to be wired to a generator, Spanky comments, That’s shocking.

The word play also reveals the lack of respect for authority in the slab room, as the boys are not afraid of using their weapon of words against Mr. Curry. In response to Mr. Curry’s berating of the Slab Boy’s work ethic (That cabinet out there speaks for itself), Phil simply replies talking furniture, instantly dismissing the scalding and belittling Mr. Curry.

	Exemplar Paper



In this extract, which is taken from Act 2 of the play, Phil is told that his mother has escaped from the psychiatric hospital. His anxiety and frustration lead to a confrontation with Alan and Spanky.

Phil: 		Well?
Spanky:	What way did the old bag go?
Phil:		You took a phone call… Jack says…
Spanky:	Oh, yeh… from the… er… hospital…
Phil:		And?
Spanky:	The doll thought I was you. You told me to say I was you…
Phil:		I know that! Hurry up!
Spanky:	It was the hospital. 
Phil:		I know! Tell us the worst. 
Spanky:	Your maw’s vanished. 
Phil:		What??
Spanky:	Shot the crow… skedaddled.
Phil:		You mean it really was the hospital?
Spanky:	That’s what I was trying to tell you, Phil…
Phil:		Christ.
Spanky:	They were phoning to see if she’d been in touch with me… you, I mean. They said not to be alarmed…

Phil:	Not to be alarmed?? What if she turns up here? She’ll probably put a hatchet through old Walkinshaw’s head just to give me another showing up. 
	
	Enter Alan. 

Spanky:	They’ve sent some people out to look for her. 
Phil:	She can be real vicious, you know. She once took a bite out of a guy’s nose up at the Out Patients…

Spanky:	Eh?
Phil:	It was only the Occupational Therapist. Jeeesus Christ, how come I couldn’t have a sensible maw like you guys… eh?
Spanky:	You don’t know that our maws is any more sensibler than yours, Phil…
Phil:	All my stupid maw ever done was worry. Worry about money… about schools… about going to Mass… missing confessions… going out with lassies… getting our hole. Some bloody hope! All we ever knew about dames was their arms stuck out sideyways when they ran. 

Spanky:	Most of our maws is a bit like that…
Phil:	I bet you his isn’t!
Spanky:	Leave him alone, Phil… he doesn’t know what you’re talking about. 
Phil:	I bet you he doesn’t. (to Alan) What do you know about getting up in the middle of the night in your shirt tail to say five decades of the rosary over your maw’s open wrists? What do you know about screaming fits and your old man’s nut getting bopped off the Pope’s calendar? What do you know about razor blades and public wards and row upon row of gumsy cadavers all sitting up watching you stumble in with your Lucozade and excuses? Christ, what one’s mine? Is that you, Maw? What do you know about living in a rabbit hutch with concrete floors and you old man’s never in and you’re left trying to have a conversation with a TV set and a maw that thinks you’re St Thomas Aquinas? What do you know about standing there day in, day out in the Factor’s office asking for a move and the guy with the shiny arse on his trousers shakes his head and treats your old dear like dirt?

Alan:	All right… you’ve had your say, but I don’t see where I come in… 
Phil:	Well, it certainly ain’t the Trademan’s Entrance, petal. Straight up to the front door for you… ‘This way, sir. Let me take your problems, sir… they must be cutting into your shoulder.’ I know where I’d like to cut into you! (Makes a lunge at Alan)

Spanky:	(intervening) Steady on, Phil! I don’t think Archie’s any idea what…
Phil:	That’s right, Spanky old sport, you stick with his lot. You always did know what side your madeira cake was buttered!

Spanky:	That’s not fair, I was only…
Phil:	I’m away to join the Hunt. I’ll send my maw’s head back for your Dad’s trophy room… Alan! (using his right name for the first time with derisive emphasis)

Spanky:	What about your wages?
Phil:	Stuff them up Curry’s jaxie… I’m off. (Exits. Off) Tally-hooooooooooooo…
	Pause.
Spanky:	You don’t want to pay too much attention to Phil, son… he reads a lot.
Alan:	I think he’s off his chump. (Pause) Was that true, all that… about his mother trying to… you know…?

Spanky:	Do away with herself? ‘S true all right. Last time it happened was at a boarding house in Dunoon. His old man found the suicide note tucked into her beach bag. She’d went and swallowed a hundred and fifty aspirins… washed down with a bottle of Domestos…

Alan:	I thought he mentioned razor blades…?
Spanky:	C’mon, Arthur… she’d need to be a real looney to swallow a hundred and fifty razor blades… No… they made her be sick down the toilet… phoned for the ambulance. Landlady was quite sympathetic… till Phil’s maw brung up the bleach and took the flowers off her wallpaper. Did you say the rest of the rose pink was ready?

Alan:	It’s in the cabinet… 
Spanky:	Here, you can have a ‘nice time’ with the Hooker’s green, honey…

Questions

1.	With close reference to Phil’s comments in this extract, discuss how the dramatist reveals Phil’s frustration and/or anxiety on learning of his mother’s escape.					3 

2.	Discuss how language and/or ideas are used in this extract to arouse sympathy for Phil and for his mother.			4

3.	(a)	Identify the tone used by Phil following Alan and Spanky’s 
		attempts to calm him down.			1
	(b)	Referring closely to the text, discuss how this tone is created.			2

4.	Phil’s description of his family circumstances and his hostility to Alan are used to highlight the theme of social inequality.
	Discuss how this theme is explored in the text as a whole.			10

		Total = 20 mark

	Marking Instructions



	Question
	Expected response
	Max. mark
	Additional guidance

	1
	Reference to three appropriate contributions from Phil, with sensible comment on how each of these contributions shows anxiety/frustration.

Note: This question requires learners to show how Phil’s frustration and anxiety are revealed. The vivid descriptions of home life/visits to hospital given in Phil’s lengthy speech (‘I bet … dirt??) show the difficulties of Phil’s life and upbringing. Learners who focus on the descriptions/word choice/imagery/ideas of this speech are unlikely to score marks. 

	3
	Possible answers: 

‘You mean it really was the hospital?’ – question suggests his disbelief/he is unwilling to accept the problem.

‘Christ.’ – blasphemy suggests his frustration/anger.

‘Not to be alarmed?? What if she turns up here?’ – questions in quick succession suggest his mind is in turmoil.

‘She’ll probably put a hatchet … showing up’ – use of exaggeration/black humour suggests his anxiety at potentially serious consequence or his dread at what could happen.

‘Jeesus Christ, how come I couldn’t have a sensible maw like you guys … eh?’ repeated blasphemy and regretful nature of question show his frustration, his self-pity and anger at his mother’s illness.
 
Repeated use of ‘stupid’ to describe his mother suggests he feels anguish when reflecting on his upbringing with his mother. 

‘I bet you his isn’t!/’I bet you he doesn’t.’ – parallel sentencing/exclamation and outburst reveals Phil’s sense of injustice at his situation.

Repetition of question/climactic nature of questions in a long list of worries, ‘What do you know…What do you know …?’ to Alan suggests that Phil believes he is isolated/others can have no understanding of his terrible predicament. 

Identification of the bitter/mocking/ironic tone Phil uses with Alan and Spanky suggests he feels isolated/victimised/angry and wishes to lash out in frustration.

Use of Alan’s correct name for the first time/stage direction ‘with derisive emphasis’ suggests Phil’s need for a scapegoat.

	2
	Reference to four appropriate sections of dialogue/or ideas with sensible comment on how this arouses sympathy for Phil and for his mother.
1 mark for each appropriate reference with comment.*
Reference only = 0 marks

*The question asks learners to discuss how sympathy is created for Phil and his mother. There must be a discussion of both characters but there is no requirement for an even treatment of the characters.

	4
	Possible answers:
Dramatic device of the phone call – audience see Phil’s eagerness to learn of art school but Spanky’s announcement allows us to see a deflated Phil.

The descriptions of his mother’s violent nature – ‘hatchet’ ‘open wrists’, ‘bopped’, razor blades’ etc. – are shocking and suggest Phil has direct experience of violence, creating sympathy for him.

The wide range of things which ‘worry’ Phil’s mother suggests she has experienced great anxiety/has been confused and helpless when raising her family.

Phil’s long speech about his upbringing – ‘What do you know … dirt.’ – provides numerous opportunities for comment on the harrowing descriptions provided by Phil. Reward appropriate references with comments which link to the question’s directive of ‘arouse sympathy’. 

	3(a)
	Answers must identify any one of several tones which are evident in Phil’s speeches: ‘Well, it certainly isn’t the ‘Tradesman’s Entrance … you!’ or ‘That’s right, Spanky … buttered!’ or ‘I’m away to join the Hunt … Alan!’
	1
	Possible answers:
bitter
resentful
mocking/ironic
derisive/scathing
vitriolic.

Note: Accept answers that identify tones that are consistent with those noted above.

	3(b)
	Answers should refer to aspects of Phil’s speeches: ‘Well, it certainly isn’t the ‘Tradesman’s Entrance … you!’ or ‘That’s right, Spanky … buttered!’ or ‘I’m away to join the Hunt … Alan!’
 

Marks will depend on the quality of comment on the chosen piece of dialogue. A well-developed answer will score 2 marks; less developed comments will be worth 1 mark.
	2
	Possible answers include reference and comment on:
Addressing Alan as ‘petal’ – a term of endearment being used in a hostile context creates insulting tone.

‘This way sir … shoulder.’ – Phil adopts the persona of a servant to ridicule Alan’s background, creating a mocking/ironic tone.

References to upper class way of life – ‘Tradesman’s Entrance’, ‘the Hunt’, ‘Trophy Room’ etc – are in conflict with our perception of Alan as helpful and caring, suggesting Phil’s bitter/resentful tone.

‘his lot’ – use of derogatory and unspecific noun to describe Alan’s peers suggests Phil’s derisive tone.

	4.
	Learners should show an awareness of how this theme is explored throughout the text and should refer to appropriate textual evidence to support their argument.

Staff may wish to consult the marking instructions that accompany the SQA Specimen Paper Scottish Text Higher Assessments for further guidance and marking strategies.
	10
	There are many sections of the play which explore this theme. Reference could be made to:

Jack/Curry’s differing attitudes to Alan and the slab boys. 

Phil’s frequent use of upper class images to belittle Alan.

The contrast between the work in the slab room and the boys’ perceptions of the more privileged world of university and art school.

Phil’s mother as an example of how poverty and hardship can ruin lives.

The fact that Spanky and Phil see the slab room as a dead end.

The precarious financial situation of the slab boys in contrast to Alan (Parker pen, different dress code, wallet, dad’s MG).

Hector’s failed attempts to take Lucille to the staff dance contrast with Lucille’s pursuit of Alan as a dance partner.

The length of time that slab boys have to wait before getting a desk/Alan’s rapid appointment to the slab room.

Sadie exemplifies the negative consequences of working class life.

The final scene shows a rejected Phil and a ‘winner takes all’ Alan.
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