
      THE SLAB BOYS — STUDY GUIDE 

Author: John Byrne 

First performed: 1978 (Traverse Theatre) 

Genre: Scottish Working-Class Comedy-Drama 

Setting: Slab Room, A.F. Stobo & Co. Carpet Factory, Paisley — one Friday in 1957 

Why it’s studied: Sharp dialogue, working-class youth culture, humour and pathos, 

autobiographical elements, themes of aspiration, class, and friendship. 

[en.wikipedia.org] 

 

1. Introduction 

The Slab Boys is a semi-autobiographical Scottish play based on Byrne’s own work experience as 

a “slab boy” mixing paints in a Paisley carpet factory in the 1950s. It follows three teenage 

apprentices — Phil, Spanky, and Hector — over the course of a single chaotic Friday. The play 

blends comedy with underlying social realism, highlighting the frustrations and ambitions of 

working-class youth. 

[studylib.net], [quizlet.com] 

 

2. Plot Summary 

Overview 

All action takes place within a single day, from morning until finishing time, in the slab room 

where paint is mixed for the design department. 

[en.wikipedia.org], [asls.org.uk] 

Key Plot Events 

Morning 

• Phil, Spanky, and Hector mess around instead of working, mocking the hierarchy and 

each other. 

• Boss Willie Curry berates them for laziness. 

• Designer Jack Hogg introduces Alan Downie, an upper-class new temp. 

• We learn about Phil’s chaotic home life, including his mother’s mental illness. 

[asls.org.uk] 
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https://asls.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Slab_Boys_Teaching_Notes.pdf


Lunchtime 

• Sadie, the tea lady, sells Hector a ticket for the staff dance. 

• Phil and Spanky decide to give Hector a “make-over” to help him impress Lucille, the girl 

they all like. 

• Alan accidentally shows Phil’s art school portfolio to Curry, humiliating Phil. 

Afternoon 

• Phil learns he has not been accepted to art school, devastating his dream. 

• His mother has “escaped” from the psychiatric hospital again. 

• Hector’s makeover becomes a disaster — he frightens Lucille. 

• Phil is sacked from the factory. 

• Hector is unexpectedly promoted to the designer’s desk. 

• Phil cartwheels out of the factory shouting: 

“Giotto used tae be a slab boy, Spanks!” 

[asls.org.uk] 

 

3. Setting & Context 

1950s Industrial Scotland 

• Carpet factories like Stoddard’s in Paisley employed large numbers of working-class 

youth. 

• Slab boys were bottom of the factory hierarchy — underpaid, physically demanding job 

of mixing paint. 

[studylib.net] 

Working-Class Life 

• Byrne grew up in Ferguslie Park (“Feegie”), a deprived housing scheme associated with 

poverty and limited opportunity. 

[studylib.net] 

Post-war Societal Pressures 

• Limited social mobility 

• Poor mental health support (Phil’s mother) 

• Cultural dreams influenced by Hollywood, pop culture 

• Class divisions highlighted by Alan’s presence 

Paisley Dialect 

https://asls.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Slab_Boys_Teaching_Notes.pdf
https://studylib.net/doc/9671859/the-slab-boys---wordpress.com
https://studylib.net/doc/9671859/the-slab-boys---wordpress.com


• Dialogue written in rich Paisley Scots — authentic, witty, irreverent. 

[digital.nls.uk] 

 

4. Characters 

Phil McCann 

• Talented artist; ambitious, sharp-tongued 

• Frustrated by poverty and family pressures 

• His mother’s mental illness weighs heavily on him 

• Rejection from art school is devastating 

[asls.org.uk] 

Spanky Farrell 

• Confident, charismatic, and cheeky 

• Dreams of being a musician (“next Elvis”) 

• Uses humour to cope with boredom and class frustration 

[digital.nls.uk] 

Hector McKenzie 

• Shy, awkward, bullied 

• Infatuated with Lucille 

• Becomes the unexpected success story with designer promotion 

[asls.org.uk] 

Lucille Bentley 

• Mailroom girl; object of the boys’ attention 

• Represents youthful glamour and social aspiration 

[asls.org.uk] 

Alan Downie 

• Middle-class university student 

• Stands for privilege and outside opportunities unavailable to the slab boys 

[asls.org.uk] 

Willie Curry 

• Factory boss; ex-army, authoritarian 

https://digital.nls.uk/scottish-theatre/slab-boys/
https://asls.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Slab_Boys_Teaching_Notes.pdf
https://digital.nls.uk/scottish-theatre/slab-boys/
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https://asls.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Slab_Boys_Teaching_Notes.pdf
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• Symbolises hierarchical workplace culture 

[asls.org.uk] 

Sadie 

• Tea lady; sharp wit, working-class maternal figure 

• Delivers one of the play’s memorable comic slaps 

[asls.org.uk] 

 

5. Themes 

1. Class & Social Inequality 

The boys are stuck at the bottom of the factory hierarchy with few opportunities. 

Alan’s presence highlights privilege and educational inequality. 

[quizlet.com] 

2. Aspirations vs Reality 

• Phil dreams of art school 

• Spanky dreams of fame 

• Reality: monotonous labour, constant mockery, broken families 

[asls.org.uk] 

3. Youth Culture & Friendship 

Humour, banter, and rebellion help the boys cope with frustration. 

[digital.nls.uk] 

4. Mental Health 

Phil’s mother’s hospitalisation reveals stigma around mental illness in 1950s Scotland. 

[studylib.net] 

5. Bullying & Power 

Hector is bullied by both slab boys and management. 

Byrne critiques toxic workplace dynamics and survival instinct. 

[asls.org.uk] 

6. Identity & Masculinity 

https://asls.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Slab_Boys_Teaching_Notes.pdf
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The boys’ bravado masks insecurity; humour becomes a coping mechanism. 

[digital.nls.uk] 

 

6. Form, Structure & Language 

Form 

• Comedy drama with elements of social realism 

• Semi-autobiographical 

[en.wikipedia.org] 

Structure 

• Takes place over one day, giving urgency and pace 

• Two-act structure: morning (playful) → afternoon (darker, more serious) 

[asls.org.uk] 

Language 

• Fast-paced banter, Scots dialect, insult humour 

• Underlying emotional truth beneath comedy 

[digital.nls.uk] 

 

7. Key Quotations 

• “Plooky-chops!” — boys’ mockery of Hector. [digital.nls.uk] 

• “Giotto used tae be a slab boy, Spanks!” — Phil’s hopeful cry despite failure. [asls.org.uk] 

• “They’re a’ against me!” — Phil on relentless pressure. 

• “A designer’s desk… me?” — Hector’s disbelief at his promotion. 

 

8. Symbolism & Motifs 

The Slab Room 

• Represents trapped ambition, monotony, and class stagnation. 

Art Portfolio 

https://digital.nls.uk/scottish-theatre/slab-boys/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Slab_Boys_Trilogy
https://asls.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Slab_Boys_Teaching_Notes.pdf
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• Phil’s hope for escape 

• Destroyed by Curry and circumstance 

[asls.org.uk] 

Staff Dance 

• Symbol of teenage desire, popularity, and humiliation. 

Colour Mixing 

• Ironically contrasts with the boys’ grey prospects. 

 

9. Important Scenes 

• Curry berates the slab boys (establishing hierarchy) 

• Phil learning of his art school rejection 

• Hector’s disastrous “makeover” 

• Phil receiving news of his mother’s escape from hospital 

• Phil being sacked; Hector promoted 

[asls.org.uk] 

 

10. Writer’s Purpose 

John Byrne aims to: 

• Portray working-class Scottish youth with authenticity and humour 

• Critique class barriers and lack of opportunities 

• Explore how humour masks hardship 

• Celebrate friendship and resilience amidst bleak circumstances 

[scholarcom...ons.sc.edu] 

 

11. Sample Essay Questions 

• Theme: How does Byrne present the frustrations of working-class youth? 

• Character: Analyse Phil’s conflicting ambitions and pressures. 

• Symbolism: What role does the slab room play in reflecting the boys’ lives? 

• Turning Point: Why is Phil’s rejection letter key to the drama? 

https://asls.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Slab_Boys_Teaching_Notes.pdf
https://asls.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Slab_Boys_Teaching_Notes.pdf
https://scholarcommons.sc.edu/ssl/vol41/iss1/18/


• Structure: How does one-day structure heighten tension? 

 

12. Model PEA Paragraph 

Point: Byrne uses the character of Phil to highlight the emotional cost of limited opportunities 

for working-class youth. 

Evidence: Phil’s dreams collapse when Curry sees his art portfolio and later when he receives his 

rejection letter.  

Analysis: These moments show the harsh reality beneath Phil’s bravado. Byrne exposes how 

talent can be stifled by class, circumstance, and personal burden — especially caring for a 

mentally ill mother. [asls.org.uk] 

 

13. Quick-Revision Checklist 

• Themes: class, aspiration, youth, mental health, humour, bullying 

• Characters: Phil, Spanky, Hector, Lucille, Curry, Alan, Sadie 

• Symbols: slab room, art portfolio, staff dance 

• Key quotes: “Giotto…”, “Plooky-chops”, insults & banter 

• Turning points: art school rejection, mother escaping, Hector’s promotion 

 

   DRAMA — SQA-style Model Mini-Essay 

The Slab Boys (John Byrne) — Theme: Class, aspiration, and gallus 

humour 

Byrne’s slab room is a comic pressure cooker where Phil and Spanky’s patter is both survival 

strategy and critique. The single-day structure traps us in Friday hope—pay packets, staff dance, 

art-school dreams—only to undercut it with rejection letters and sackings. Banter is blade and 

balm: the boys’ cruelty to Hector mirrors the factory’s casual sadism, revealing how oppression 

trickles down. Phil’s portfolio symbolises talent throttled by class; Curry’s war stories and 

managerial pomposity keep the ladder pulled up. Yet Byrne refuses miserabilism: the language 

fizzes, and friendship—imperfect, bruising—matters. The closing cartwheel (“Giotto used tae be a 

slab boy”) is both bravado and creed: art can start in the dust. The play’s brilliance lies in letting 

laughter carry anger; the joke lands, and so does the injustice it masks. 

 

https://asls.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Slab_Boys_Teaching_Notes.pdf

