
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

            “I’m so pretty!  I’m so pretty!  I’m so pretty, and witty and gay…” 
            Mary Pickford’s “LITTLE LORD FAUNTLEROY” set the standard for epicene boy heroes, while the costume 

            department seem to have made up their minds it was really a tale of roundheads and cavaliers. 
                     Source:  Silent Movies – a Picture Quiz Book 
 

       
 
 

 

SUBJECT INDEX: 
 

WOMEN as BOYS 
& 

BOYS as GIRLS 



 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
Top:  Pickford’s at it again in “POOR LITTLE RICH GIRL” (17) – her notion of “boyish” postures 
and expressions in its way as grotesque a parody of the opoosite gender as any drag artist essaying 
“femininity”.                    Source:  Silent Moves – a Picture Quiz Book 
 
Bottom: Betty Balfour scowls like a whipped cabin boy in “THE SEA URCHIN” (25) 

   Source:  NFT Bulletin 

 
In “MISS NOBODY” (26) Anna Q 
Nilsson finds it safer to do her train-
hopping in “boyish” disguise. 
 

Source: Silent Movies – a 
Picture Quiz Book 



 
 
 
Here we concern ourselves with the esoteric concept of the ersatz boy – a female imitation of the genuine 
article very much in vogue on the silent screen.  It extended beyond the cinema, into women’s fashions of 
the 1920s – flat-chested flappers with their Eton bobs were de rigeur, appealing one presumes to suppressed 
pederastic appetites in men.  But on film, pseudo-boys were more typically women (occasionally girls) 
attempting to pass as male in an unforgiving masculine world.  That the artifice wasn’t even remotely 
convincing scarcely seemed to matter.  Here was the final revenge of the female sex, after centuries of boys 
performing all feminine roles on the stage. 
 
They now prevented boys from playing even boy roles: the early Jim Hawkins’s, Oliver Twist’s and little 
Lord Fauntleroy’s (not to speak of the definitive boy himself, Peter Pan) were all played by women.  
Whether indeed boys made better women than women made boys is only one of the delightfully scurrilous 
questions prompted by these coy forays into gender-bending:  Dr Crippen on a fateful love-cruise with his 
“nephew” (Samantha Eggar);  misogynist Roger Moore giving a stowaway “boy” (Faith Brook) a good rub-
down in the shower in “NORTH SEA HIJACK”;  Elisabeth Bergner, clad as a boy, receiving the amorous 
attentions of a man and his sister in “DER GEIGER VON FLORENZ” – these are some of the jewels of the 
pseudo-boy genre.  Occasionally, boys have donned their frocks on-screen too – although cinema has been 
far warier of gender-bending where males are concerned – and these are dealt with in a separate section at 
the end.  
 
 



 
The Barefoot Boy 

US 1914: Marguerite Courtot 
 

The Boy From Andromeda  
NZ ch TV serial: played by a woman from Earth – 
boys being scarce in New Zealand. 

 
            “The Boy From Andromeda” wasn’t a boy,   

but then Adnromeda isn’t a planet either 

 
Cadfael 

UK TV series: a woman disguises her-self as a 
monk's page in one episode of this mediaeval 
whodunnit series starring Derek Jacoby.  

 

Dr Crippen 
UK 1964:  Samantha Eggar (25) as lover of Dr 
Crippen, fleeing the UK by ocean liner improbably 
shaped as a boy.  The couple draw suspicion when 
another passenger spots Crippen fondling his 
“nephew”s buttocks on deck… 

 

Der Geiger von Florenz 
Germany 1927:  Elisabeth Bergner as runaway from 
a girl's boarding school, dressed as a boy, being 
romanced by the older brother and sister who give 
him/her shelter. 

 

The Little Boy Scout 
US 1917:   = Ann Pennington 

 

Little Lord Fauntleroy 
US 1921:  = Mary Pickford, aged 28 

 

Little Old New York 
US 1923:  = Marion Davies, aged 26 
 

Miss Nobody 
US 1926:  = Anna Q Nilsson, aged 37 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

1999-nen No Natsu Yasumi 
Japan 1988:  = girls 14-16 portraying four  
Japanese schoolboys with homosexual longings. 

 
North Sea Hijack  /  Ffoulkes 

UK 1979:  Faith Brook as a stowaway mistaken for a 
boy by confirmed misogynist Roger Moore.  His 
first act is to rush the lad under a hot shower and 
rub “him” down vigorously.  Oops..! 
 

Oliver Twist   (Vitagraph) 
US 1909:  Edith Storey plays Oliver 
 

Oliver Twist   (Pathé) 
 US 1909:  ? ? ? plays Oliver 
 

Oliver Twist  (Hepworth) 
 UK 1912:  Ivy Millais plays Oliver 
 

Oliver Twist   
 US 1912:  ? ? ? plays Oliver 
 

Oliver Twist 
US 1916:  Marie Doro (34) plays Oliver 
 

Peter Pan 
US 1924:  Betty Bronson (19) as Peter 
 

Podranki 
USSR 1976: Natalya Gundareva (girl) as a vengeful 
Soviet war orphan who kills himself with a hand 
grenade intended for German POWs 
. 

Poor Little Peppina 
US 1916:  = Mary Pickford, aged 23 
 

The Prince and the Pauper 
US 1909:  = Cecil Spooner (ms) 
 



The Prince and the Pauper 
US 1915:  = Marguerite Clark, aged 32 
 

The Prince and the Pauper 
1923:  = Tibi Lubin 
 

Revelation 
1918:  = Alla Nazimova, aged 39 
 

The Sea Urchin 
UK 1926:  = Betty Balfour, aged 23 

 
 

Shakespeare in Love 
UK 1998 : Gwyneth Paltrow as a Tudor aristocrat 
who disguises herself as a “boy” (moustache and 
all) in order to get close to the Will Shakespeare she 
adores.  Yet another lump of gratuitous post-
feminist revisionism, where not only are boy actors 
playing females on the stage conspicuous by their 
absence, but the teeming streets of London itself are 
mysteriously devoid of children. There is one boy 
character in the film, and he plays a Judas who 
betrays Paltrow. The film shows Joseph Fiennes 
(Shakespeare) making love to Paltrow in her boy 
guise, yet the male cast as Juliet in the play under 
production is a crude drag caricature, clearly over 
20, whose voice inexplicably “breaks” so that 
Paltrow can take his place as Juliet.  Women, the 
subtext goes, can pass persuasively as boys, but 
only a true woman can do justice to a 14-year old 
girl’s part (which Paltrow is clearly too old to play). 
Heterosexuals loved it, but the film is an insult to 
Shakespeare, to boy actors, and to homosexuality, 
not to mention that it re-writes Tudor history to suit 
the palate of contemporary women.  A travesty.  
  

The Siege of the Saxons 
 UK 1963:  = Janette Scott (25) 
 

Sjors en Sjimmie en de Gorilla 
Netherlands 1966: director’s daughter Jos van der 
Linden plays black boy “Sjimmie” (based on the 
comic strip characters) 
 

Smukke Dreng 
Denmark 1992:  Hero is a 13-year old Copenhagen 
rent boy with a girlfriend who passes as a boy… 
(yeah yeah..) 
  

Starlight Hotel 
NZ 1987: Greer Robson as a 12-year old runaway in 
Depression era New Zealand, mistaken for a boy by 
the wanted man on the run she buddies up with. 

 
Sunny 

1930:  = Marilyn Miller, aged 32 
 

Sweeney Todd, the Demon Barber 
UK:     = ? ? ?  switches clothes with Todd’s boy 
apprentice (Johnny Singer – see below) to rescue her 
sailor boyfriend from the barber’s clutches.  
 

Swiss Family Robinson 
US 1960: Janet Munro (26) "disguised" as a cabin 
boy. Nobody can spot the difference - including the 

pirates, who capture her on the mistaken under-
standing she is a boy.. 
 

Sylvia Scarlett 
US 1935:  = Katharine Hepburn, aged 28 

 

Tiger Bay 
UK 1959: The central character Gillie, 11, was 
originally written for a boy, but Hayley Mills makes 
it her own with a very assured debut performance.  

 

Treasure Island 
US 1920:  = Shirley Mason (20) as a decidedly 
epicene Jim Hawkins. 

 

The Truth About Spring 
UK 1965: = Spring (Hayley Mills, 19) is passed off as 
a “starving boy” by her fishing boat captain father 
to con supplies out of passing vessels, but 
millionaire’s nephew James MacArthur falls for 
her/him anyway.  

 

Wings of the Morning 
1937  = Annabella (28) disguised as "a stable lad" 
 

Yentl 
US 1983:  = Barbra Streisand, aged 41 ! 

 
Der Zarewitsch 

W Germany 1954.  Operetta about a ballet dancer 
(Sonja Zeimann?) who inveigles her way into the 

inner circle of the Tsarevitch by dressing as a boy.  
 

 

 
 



* Doris Day played a tomboy in the early scenes of "ON 

MOONLIGHT BAY" but, after a brisk spanking from the college 
undergrad across the street, her eyes were opened to the joys of 
womanhood. 
 
 

ADDENDA : 
 

Black Adder II:  “Bells” 
UK TV sitcom 1985 : At the court of Elizabeth I, 
Rowan Atkinson is much discomforted by the 
arrival of luscious page boy “Bob”, and much 
relieved to find he’s a young woman “in 
disguise”… 

 

 

 
And as for boys as girls… 

 

 
          Jackie Coogan is not greatly amused to pose as a Dutch milkmaid in “A BOY OF FLANDERS” 
                               Source:  indeterminate webiste  
 
 
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 

US 1960:  Eddie Hodges (13) slips into a frock in a 
bid to free his captured slave friend Jim from the 
sheriff.  Huck’s inability to thread a needle gives 
him away to the sheriff’s wife. 
  

The Adventures of Huck Finn 
US 1993: Elijah Wood as Huck dons a dress to steal 
from a settler's kitchen. 
 

A Boy of Flanders 
US 1924: Jackie Coogan kitted out in full 
kledendracht as a Dutch milkmaid. 
 

Boys Don’t Cry 

US 1999: Hilary Swank as Teena Brandon in a “true 
life” story of a girl, passing as a boy, who is 
ultimaterly murdered. 
 

Clarissa Explains It All 
US TV series 1993: In one episode kid brother 
Ferguson (Jason Zimbler) appears in drag as a 
sadistic nurse. 

 
 
Le Comte Costia 

France 1924: Roby Guichard (10) played the heroine 
as a child.  (He wore naturally long hair) 

 

Edgar's Hamlet 



US 1920: Johnny Jones (Edgar) plays Ophelia 
(among other roles) in his own stage production. 
 

Everything But the Truth 
US 1956:  Tim Hovey (11) has to be dressed as a girl 
in order to smuggle him out of his house 
undetected. 
 

Hals Uber Kopf: "Das Lehmkind" 
W German ch TV series: Mother in a hurry grabs 
wrong child from a mudbath, discovers her error 
when bathing her "daughter" (the boy says coolly - 
"What's the matter?  Never seen a naked man 
before?"), and persuades him to stand in for her 
daughter at an important meal with a new date. 
 

I Could Go On Singing 
UK 1963: Gregory Phillips (15) as Matt, illegitimate 
son (13) of Judy Garland and Dirk Bogarde, 
performing in a public school production of "HMS 
Pinafore".  "I can't get over Matt!" Garland says to 
Bogarde, "He's so pretty!"  “Don’t let him hear you 
say that” dad replies coolly. 
 

L’Ile des Veuves 
France 1936: Gabriel Farguette (9) cast as “la petite 
Muriel” 

 

Just One Of the Girls 
US 1992: Chris Calder disguises himself as a girl to 
evade the school bully 
 

Ma Vie en Rose 
1997: 7-year old Ludo is convinced “god made a 
mistake” and that he’s a girl underneath. He 
resolves to marry his best friend Jerome, and begins 
by dressing the part. 
 

Nobody's Perfect 
US 1986: Shy college student Chad Lowe dresses as 
a girl to get closer to the (female) fellow student he 
adores.  Yawn. 
 

Peck’s Bad Boy 
US 1921: Charles Hatton dresses as a nanny to assist 
pal Jackie Coogan in some naughty enterprise or 
other. 
 

The Raggedy Rawney 
UK 1987: Dexter Fletcher as a young army deserter 
hiding out with a gypsy band in the guise of a 
madwoman. 
 

Sweeney Todd 
UK: Barber murderer's shop-boy switches clothes 
with a sailor's fiancee so that she can rescue the 
sailor from Todd's clutches, dressed as a boy.  Of 
course, she faints into Todd's clutches directly, 
necessitating her own rescue, and leaving the 
distressed boy (Johnny Singer) sulking in her 
gowns. 
 

Tystnaden  [The Silence] 
Sweden 1963: Small boy meandering hotel corridors 
encounters a troupe of dwarfs, who slap a pretty 
dress on him immediately.  Perhaps it’s a Swedish 
custom. 

 
 
 

~  65 entries  ~ 



 
Charles Hatton dons his nanny outfit for Jackie Coogan in “PECK’S 
BAD BOY” (21)  Source:  indeterminate website 

 
 

ADDENDA : 
 
The Blue Bird  (1910) = Tytyl (boy) played by Olive Walter 
 
Down By the Old Bull and Bush (1906) = boys as girls 
 
Edgar’s Little Saw  (his sister played his brother) 
 
Everything But the Truth  

 
The Heavenly Twins  (1912) 
 
Jo, the Wanderer’s Boy (1912) 
  
The Lazy Boy (1909) = boy as girl 
 
Peter Pan (US TV live musical 1955) = Mary Martin 
 
Peter Pan (UK TV 1976) = Mia Farrow 
 
The Schoolboys’ Revolt 
  
Tom Brown’s Schooldays  (16) 


