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600 Candles Aglow
Justin Vivian Bond Discusses a New Show and an Evolving Identity
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By AN D Y BATTAGL IA

Justin Vivian Bond is a cabaret singer who commands the stage with a mix of glamor,
menace—and gender. By way of original songs and pointed covers of pop classics,
Mx Bond—"Mx" being the preferred honorific, in place of "Mr." or "Ms.," for
transgender identification—mingles the art of monologue with music, to often delirious
effect. The next such occasion will be Friday at the downtown club (Le) Poisson
Rouge, in celebration of "Justin Vivian Bond's 600th Birthday Blowout!"
After making a name in New York as the
star of the beloved, Tonynominated
cabaret duo Kiki & Herb—Kiki DuRane
being an elderly woman with a ragged
voice and a rampant appetite for pills
and drink; the singlenamed Herb being
a quiet sideman embodied by piano
playing performer Kenny Mellman—Mx
Enlarge Image
Matthu Placek
Bond went solo with a series of themed
Justin Vivian Bond
stage shows and eclectic albums. The
most recent spectacle, this year's "Mx
America," at Joe's Pub, addressed matters related to transgender identity and the
effects of hormone therapy, which Mx Bond began two years ago. A 2012 album,
"Silver Wells," featured singular performances of songs by Joni Mitchell, Kate Bush,
Tracy Chapman, and Bertolt Brecht and Kurt Weill. Mx Bond even released a
"transcent" fragrance, "The Afternoon of a Faun," in collaboration with the French
perfumery Etat Libre d'Orange, in February.
In advance of the birthday show—which
will include musical accompaniment from
friends Martha Wainwright, Thomas
Bartlett and Murray Hill, among others—
Mx Bond, who turns 50 on Thursday,
spoke with The Wall Street Journal
about abstracted math, the confines of
gender conventions and the scent of
history.
How does it feel to be turning 600?
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There are 600 months in 50 years. It's
not as mundane as turning 50. I didn't
have a concept of how many months it
would be, and it feels like both a lot and
not that many. It seems basically like
what it is: a grain of sand in an
abstraction.
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I found the 200s to be the worst. The
500s were a breeze, comparatively.
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How are you marking the occasion at
the show?
We're going to have a big old
hootenanny. Right now I'm in a state of
Justin Vivian Bond
confusion as to what I want to sing,
which is something I've never
experienced before. I'm glad I have a moment to revisit what I've done in the past so I
can focus on what I want to do in the future. It's one of those moments that coincides
with this monumental birthday. I'm in a transitional moment, and it's exciting. I like that
I can do whatever I want. I'm lucky that way.
David Kimelman
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Has hormone therapy changed your relationship to performing?
It's been about two years, and it's been very grounding for me. My body has really
changed, so it's like I'm going through a second adolescence. I have to figure out how
to negotiate my presence in the world like a lot of people do when they're teenagers.
It's like I have a teenage body and a 50yearold's mind. It's complicated but also fun.
Everything seems to be more interesting for me if it's on more of an intimate scale. I
feel like anything is possible at this point, which is a nice feeling—I've never felt that
before. Taking control of my gender presentation and taking estrogen gave me a
sense of wholeness that I never had and made for this potent moment for me. It's also
a little intimidating: What am I capable of?
What does the therapy entail?
I take estrogen in order to make my body more in line with my transgender identity,
the way I see myself. It's different for everybody, so that's just a medical choice. The
fact of the matter is that I'm transgender. I don't feel like I'm either one [male or
female], so I'm just trying to find the balance where I can look and act and live in the
space that I feel is most authentically my own. I don't want to have to be a woman,
and I don't want to have to be a man. There are a lot of people who feel the way I do,
that what they're supposed to be is too limiting for who they really are.
How has your identification been greeted in the showbusiness sphere?
I just wish there was language, like when you have to fill out forms. Transgender
people are invisible even though there are so many of us because there isn't a place
for us to say, "This is what we are." I went to an audition and had to enter into a
computer system in order to go in as male or female, so I said, "I'm not going to
audition, then." We don't need special treatment—we just need to be treated as what
we are, and those concerns and courtesies are important. There's a need to expand
the ability to get information across to each other about who we are in an honest way
so that it's healthier for everybody.
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How did you get involved with developing your scent?
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I developed it in New York, but it's made in France and shipped from France—it's

'Mom Moguls' Share Their Secrets

fancy French perfume! I started reading about the history of fragrance and found it
interesting how my transvariant ancestors perfumed themselves in order to be
seductive and to go out and represent in the world. I wanted it to smell not like a
citrusy, clean, modern, sporty fragrance, but something that was heavy and rich and
evoked a sensuality of the past—that was more challenging than a lot of scents that
smell like a sauna or a whorehouse. It turned out exactly the way I wanted.
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You've described yourself as a "worldclass artist to a boutique audience."
How has your audience changed?
No matter how you cut it, in the music industry I'm marginalized. I'm not saying that
with any edge of bitterness whatsoever, but if I had been a normalgendered male or a
woman, I would probably have a wider audience. Because people aren't quite sure of
what they're getting when they see me. My audience is progressive, smart, intelligent,
adventurous. But the majority of people aren't. On one hand, it's great because I like
the people in my audience and I rarely have to deal with idiots. On the other hand, I
wouldn't mind idiots who pay.
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A version of this article appeared May 9, 2013, on page A26 in the U.S. edition of The Wall Street
Journal, with the headline: 600 Candles Aglow.
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