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Edinburgh
festival 2022 Boy review : gripping true story of

gender identity

Summerhall, Edinburgh
The impact of a divisive nature v nurture experiment on a pair
of twins is the subject of Carly Wijs’s captivating production

Candid … Vanja Maria Godee in Boy.

Mark Fisher
Tue 9 Aug 2022 20.00

BST

Most
popular

Books Music TV & radio Art & design Film Games Classical Stage

© 2022 Guardian News & Media Limited or its affiliated companies. All rights reserved. (modern)

     

Original reporting and incisive analysis,

direct from the Guardian every morning

Sign up for our email

Contact us

Complaints &

corrections

SecureDrop

Work for us

Privacy settings

Privacy policy

Cookie policy

Terms &

conditions

Help

All topics

All writers

Digital newspaper

archive

Facebook

YouTube

Instagram

LinkedIn

Twitter

Newsletters

Advertise with us

Search UK jobs

Back to top

News Opinion Sport Culture Lifestyle

News Opinion Sport Culture Lifestyle

Topics

 
   

Reuse this content

I t is the normality of it all that strikes you. Jeroen van der Ven and
Vanja Maria Godee play an ordinary married couple. He is a truck
driver who works part-time in a slaughterhouse. She looks after the
kids. They grew up in a Mennonite community but, the way they tell

it, even that seems unexceptional.

They are humble and undemonstrative. That is why when they meet a
certain Dr Money, they are overawed by his fancy Harvard education. He is
an eminently qualified man; neither of them went to university and they
have no reason to doubt him. Far from it. He offers them a solution to their
problem: what to do with their son Bruce who, in a botched medical
procedure, has lost his penis?

That is another event over which they have no control. In this gripping
production by Carly Wijs, they appear to show no rancour, only distress.
What Dr Money offers is the option of bringing Bruce up as Brenda. All it will
take, he assures them, is hormones and a dress. In the debate between
nature and nurture, he opts decisively for the latter. If they bring her up as a
girl, a girl she shall be.

Which would possibly be fine if the child felt the same way. But, in this true
1960s story, Brenda is unhappy in her skin. She does not know her own
history, but senses something is wrong. The dislocation even seems to
rebound on to her twin brother, Brian, who stumbles towards drug abuse and
psychosis.

And although Boy seems to do no more than tell the story, much as Wijs did
with the 2004 Beslan school siege in Us/Them, there is something in its
clean, candid narration that makes it compelling. Accompanied by a
playroom’s worth of cuddly toys – symbols of a childhood knocked off course
– the actors show how easily two devoted parents can be caught off guard by
the professional world.

And at a time of heated discussion about gender, it is fascinating to hear a
story about a child not only rejecting an identity that has been imposed on
them but also wrestling with the behaviour society decrees as “normal”.

Boy is at Summerhall, Edinburgh, until 28 August.
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