
department stores and perfume stores
(Salvador Dali, Nikki de Saint Phalle, etc.), and
are really just spin-off products. Finally when
art and the olfactory are brought together with
the same desire for creativity the results are
usually exhibited in temporary exhibitions or
events.
The first artistic event that integrated a per-
fume dates from 1921. Marcel Duchamp, using
the pseudonym Rrose Sélavy, created Belle
Haleine, eau de voilette (a pun on “Belle
Helène” “haleine” means breath in French). In
2009, Francesco Vezzoli paid homage to
Duchamp by creating Greed, a perfume-work
of art whose bottle is a reference to
Duchamp’s Belle Haleine. While the artists are
separated by almost a century, their
approaches are comparable. They explore and
parody the advertising codes of perfume, tak-
ing the traditional image of femininity and
turning it on its head in an extreme and carica-
tured manner, with no interest in the olfactory
dimension. The container is the subject of
their work, the olfactory contents have been
evacuated. 
Duchamp used the ready-made technique
where he would take an object that already
exists, for example a bottle for “Un Air
Embaumé”, a perfume created by Rigaud, and
transformed it into a piece of art. He meticu-
lously reproduced all of the perfume codes of
the twenties, (a Lalique frosted crystal bottle, a
delicately decorated label with a picture of a
woman, a commercial brand, a romantic
name) all the better to turn them on their
heads. A portrait by Man Ray represents Marcel
Duchamp, dressed up as Rrose Sélavy, his
female avatar. It is a parody of packaging with
codes of femininity that are exacerbated and
travestied so as to underline the convention of
the genre. The RS brand with the initials of
Rrose Sélavy copy the typography of the
Rigaud brand. The name Belle Haleine is evo-
cative but fake and refers to a less than
pleasant odour. Its subtitle eau de Voilette is a
pun that uses the appellation eau de toilette.
Francesco Vezzoli is continuing the work of
Duchamp. He pays homage to the master by
choosing an identical bottle to Belle Haleine.
He continues his literal approach by having his
photo dressed as a woman taken by Francesco

Andy Warhol started his career by designing
window displays for big New York department
stores. When he became a figure of the inter-
national art scene in the sixties, he never
forgot his roots, and created a collection of
serigraphs of Chanel’s N°5 perfume. This
encounter between the world’s biggest-selling
perfume and the pope of pop-art was as aston-
ishing as it was inevitable and it marked a
turning point in the history of art and perfume.
Art and perfume seem close on the surface but
really are from two very distinct sectors and
the examples of crossovers between the two
worlds that we will detail here show just how
different they are. They do however maintain a
mutual and reciprocal fascination and this
explains some of their common adventures.
Art fascinates by its avant-gardism, its freedom,
its  boundless creativity and its exclusivity; per-
fume attracts using mystery, its seductive
powers, accessibility and economic strength.
Art gives perfume back some of the rarity and
exclusivity it has lost with the recent increase
in frequency of product launches and the easy
accessibility of products. Perfume gives art the
possibility to explore a new support for creativ-
ity and to use this new media to touch a
broader public.
Initiatives that bring these two universes
together can be split into three categories each
of which happen in specific locations.
Artist-based approaches are shown in art gal-
leries whether it be Marcel Duchamp or
Francesco Vezzoli, who play on the advertising
codes of perfume (parodies of their names,
adapting the bottles, caricatures of advertising
graphics…). Artist’s perfumes are presented in

Art and Perfume: from fascination to co-creation
Frédéric Walter



Scavullo. And his portrait decorates the label of
the bottle of Greed like that of Rrose Sélavy,
alias Marcel Duchamp decorated that of Belle
Haleine. He goes on to give his perfume an
ironic name Greed. While the theme of desire
is frequent in perfume concepts (Covet by
Sarah Jessica Parker, Envy by Gucci) Vezzoli
decides to push the envelope and treat it as
caricature.
He depicts two models of femininity, incar-
nated by two feminine archetypes: the sweet
and innocent brunette as opposed to the mean
and Machiavellian blond. Following the cur-
rent laws of perfume advertising that dictates
that actresses have replaced models as the
international ambassadors for luxury brands,
Vezzoli cast two Hollywood stars in his advert:
Nathalie Portman plays the brunette, Michelle
Williams the blonde.
They appear in the sixty second “ad” filmed for
the real launch campaign for the fake perfume.
Yet again, in line with the genre, Vezzoli
handed the reins of the film over to a star
director, Roman Polanski. He films the con-
frontation between the two women over the
bottle of perfume. The film starts off very calm
and low-key in a luxurious interior and the
ambience gets progressively more violent as
the two protagonists fight over the perfume. 
In both cases, the distribution for these
real/fake perfumes is very exclusive. They are
shown in museums and for sale through gal-
leries, reserved for a small and in the know
public, that of art lovers and collectors.
These objects are pieces of art rather than per-
fumes and their cost reflects this. It is the cost
of unique or limited edition pieces that have
nothing to do with the world of perfume.
The most surprising thing in this artistic
endeavour is that the olfactory dimension is
inexistent. This is not the point the artist is try-
ing to make: Marcel Duchamp kept the scent
of an “air embaumé”, on the principle of the
readymade with the appropriation of the
object, Francesco Vezzoli did not have a per-
fume made. The olfactory is not mentioned. It
has been evacuated. The perfume is but a pre-
text, a support that enables it to be analysed
and to denounce the advertising codes of a
precise genre, in this case, that of seduction.
But he also highlights the ambiguity inherent

in this perception of reality, when it is troubled
by the power of seduction of language.
The approach of artist’s perfumes leaves more
room for the olfactory aspect. They appeared
in the eighties, were sold in perfume stores,
and were known as celebrity perfumes. They
sanction the international notoriety of artists
whose names become the equivalent of an
international brand. They are known to all and
recognised for their creativity, they can legiti-
mately put their signature to a luxury product
that associates creativity, refinement and acces-
sibility.
From Salvador Dali to Nikki de Saint Phalle, not
to mention Arman or Andy Warhol, these per-
fumes all come from the same strain as
couturier’s or designer’s perfumes; they are an
entry point into the universe of the creator.
The appearance of the bottle and graphics is
essential. They must seduce and attract the
spectator by making them penetrate into the
work of the artist immediately and without
ambiguity.
Nikki de Saint Phalle created her eponymous
perfume in 1982. The stopper for the bottle is
a faithful reproduction of one of her sculp-
tures: two interlaced snakes that represent the
union of beauty and passion. “In my perfume,
the gold snake is the male and the female
snake is of course the coloured one, the glori-
ous one” said Nikki de Saint Phalle at the time.
It is an accessible art piece, almost an artist’s
edition, and a glass sculpture that is gilded and
enamelled. The approach was similar for the
perfume launched by Salvador Dali in 1983.
Dali designed his own bottle taking inspiration
from his “Aphrodite of Knidos in Landscape”
painting. He chose to give his first perfume a
face with the nose and mouth of his Aphrodite. 
The advertising also referred to the work of
the artists. The Nikki de Saint Phalle advert
used a simple photo of the sculpture/bottle,
and the Salvador Dali perfumes were inte-
grated into a landscape by the master. They
went to great lengths to suggest that the per-
fume belonged to the œuvre of the artist.
The treatment of the olfactory was also very
important as while the bottle and the advertis-
ing campaign won a clientele for their first
purchase, the perfume made them loyal.
Artist’s perfumes are developed by marketing



olfactory aspect to their work, moved by a
desire to innovate and a will to explore a sup-
port that was left blank in contemporary
creation.
These initiatives are often in reply to an invita-
tion from an exhibition curator or come from
an encounter with a perfumer, as such they are
rarely spontaneous. Most often they are reac-
tions or commissions. The world of perfume
seems so mysterious and specialised that few
artists are tempted to explore it on their own. 
The originality of the approach and its rarity
merit a mention. It is motivated by a real inter-
est in the olfactory, and few artists have shown
this interest. It necessitates a real encounter
between an artist with an often graphic, visible,
material universe and a perfumer or a “nose”
whose register is olfactory, invisible, and imma-
terial. The objective of this encounter is to
transpose a visual universe through smell. 
The perfumer is at the beck and call of the
artist enabling him to give his work an olfac-
tory dimension. This creative process is often a
collaborative effort. It is the work of four hands
and two noses, where two worlds collide and
come together to create a hybrid work, the
fruit of their respective talents.
In June 2006, the “Essences Insensées” exhibi-
tion at the Ecole nationale supérieure des
Beaux Arts in Paris, presented the collaborative
work of thirteen duos of artist and perfumer. It
was organised by Anne Pierre d’Albis, as part of
the Parcours St Germain, and exhibited thir-
teen works of art to be seen and smelt.
The idea was to create the ideal container for
the ideal perfume. The creations were the
chance for exchanges between artists and per-
fumers: the latter trying to penetrate the
universe of the former. Actual olfactory train-
ing sessions were organised. The artists
acquired olfactory basics with which their
guided the creation of their perfume. In paral-
lel, they shared the development of their
bottle with the perfumers.
The designer Patrick Jouin worked with
Christel Bergoin on the idea of the illusion of
nature. They create Syn, a piece with a delicate
and unnerving sculpture created using stereo-
lithography –a process with no human
intervention– and a surprisingly natural-
smelling scent made entirely from synthetic

experts who know nothing of the arcane world
of olfactory creation, in collaboration with
companies such as Givaudan or Firmenich,
and are usually made to please everyone. They
are highly influenced by whatever the market
trends happen to be at the time of their
launch. The Salvador Dali perfume was created
by Alberto Morillas, and the note is a blend of
traditional cypress with floral facets using jas-
mine, Dali’s favourite flower and rose, the
favourite flower of his second wife and muse,
Gala.
As the bottle must intrigue and seduce, the
perfume must reassure and please. Originality
does not go beyond the bottle. Here, the
objective is not to create an olfactory work of
art but to make the work of the artist accessi-
ble thanks to a spin-off product.
The retail network is selective but varied;
department stores, perfume stores and today
the internet. These are the usual retail outlets
for luxury perfumes. Artist’s perfumes must be
accessible, they are aimed at hundreds of thou-
sands of clients. So, logically, the pricing policy
is comparable to that of luxury perfumes 
which means 50 to 70 euros pour a 50ml bottle.
Artist’s perfumes use the same codes as luxury
perfumes in each of the elements of the mar-
keting mix. The artist has the same role as the
fashion designer: they provide the creative and
narrative credibility that feeds the brand.
Artist’s perfume is a spin-off product as such. It
is like an accessory that was created for a huge
retrospective of the artist’s work, it is a chance
to own a piece of the artist’s work. But it is a
precious accessory as it comes with the aura of
luxury that perfume brings. The artist is rarely
involved in the creation of the perfume, their
contribution is often limited to the bottle and
the advertising.
We must note that the olfactory area has been
touched on little by artists. While they have
explored all of the creative possibilities that
solicit the other senses, the sense of smell has
been neglected. While the history of modern
and contemporary art has seen an explosion of
hybrid creations, multimedia and various
methods (painting, sculpture, film, music,
installations, performance…) attempts to inte-
grate perfume into a piece of art have been
rare. Some have attempted to incorporate an



ingredients. The perfumer/artist attempted to
imitate nature using only non-natural ele-
ments.
The approach chosen by artist Sam Samore
and the perfumer Michel Girard was more nat-
uralistic. It entailed creating a shamanic
experience by exploring the powers of a
Mexican mushroom. A woody scent that
evoked smoke and incense with a suggestive
hallucinatory power accompanied a ritual bowl
in which the tribes drank their narcotic
potions. The latter was posed on an engraved
mirror with words that took absolute concen-
tration to read. Like the perfume, the words
became hallucinogenic and opened up a new
space for the active participation of the public.
Other experiments bringing together artists
and perfumes have been successfully carried
out: the perfume Nuit Blanche created by
Christine Nagel, for Bertrand Lavier, as part of
the Paris Nuit Blanche, in 2004; the green per-
fume developed by Michel Girard for the
Claude Lévêque exhibition at the Mamco in
Geneva in 2003. Not to mention the nomadic
Odorama evenings organised by Isabelle
Gaudefroy and Hervé Mikaeloff at the fonda-
tion Cartier in 2004. All of these works were
presented at exhibitions or for one-off events.
The ephemeral character should be under-
lined. Olfactory art is experimented over time;
the time the exhibition lasts, but also the time
necessary for the spectators to take the scent
on board.
These events are organised by cultural institu-
tions and not by commercial galleries. This
makes the issue of commercialising and selling
these ‘pieces’ complicated. While the subject
should not be ignored, it is never an issue at
the start of a project. These works have no
price. Or, their price is virtual. It has never
been calculated. Logically, the art galleries that
represent the artists should take care of the
sale of these works. In these projects, the cre-
ative approach is the same: the olfactory is
integrated from the start of the process.
Perfumers and artists work together and are
the co-creators of the piece. The pieces are not
there to be sold but to be exhibited. 
The notion of artist’s perfumes is ambiguous.
It brings a number of realities together: a con-
ceptual work like Marcel Duchamp’s “Belle

Haleine” that has no olfactory aspect; a spin-off
product like Salvador Dali’s perfume whose
scent is a classic; an actual work of art with an
olfactory dimension like those shown in the
Essences Insensées exhibition. 
Between the work of a conceptual artist, with-
out perfume and perfumed sculpture with no
commercial aim, there is a third way for real
olfactory pieces to be commercialised in gal-
leries. Co-creations between artists and
perfumers that integrate the formal and olfac-
tory aspects in their conception. Associating
formal seduction and olfactory emotion, the
attraction of the visual and the unnerving of
the invisible, they bring together  the most
educated of our senses, sight and the most
primitive, smell. They propose a new form of
art, a new artistic hybrid that must find, attract
and educate its public. 
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