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AS ARTISTS ARE DISCOVERING SMELL AS A MEANS 
OF ARTISTIC PRODUCTION, A WHOLE NEW WORLD 
IS UNFOLDING

 
TEXT — Arielle Bier
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Hu m a n  b e i n g s  b r e a t h e  
i n  a n d  o u t  a n  a v e r a g e  o f  
2 3, 000 t i m e s  a  d a y .  O u r  
r e s p i r a t o r y  s y s t e m  i s  v i t a l  
to our survival. And if the 
l u n g s ,  h e a r t  a n d  a r t e r i e s  
c o u l d  a d e q u a t e l y  b e  d e -
s c r i b e d  a s  i t s  i n f r a s t r u c -
t u r e ,  t h e n  t h e  n o s e  i s  i t s  
c o n t r o l  f a c i l i t y ,  p r o c e s s i n g  
i n f o r m a t i o n  r e l a t i n g  t o  s e x ,  
d a n g e r  a n d  n o u r i s h m e n t  t o  
t h e  b o d y ’ s  c o m m a n d  c e n -
t r e ,  t h e  b r a i n .  Co n s i d e r i n g  
i t s  i m p o r t a n c e  i n  t h e  w a y  
w e  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  w o r l d ,  
a r t  h a s  l o n g  e n g a g e d  w i t h  
s e n s e  o f  s m e l l .  Ho w e v e r ,  
i t  h a s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  d o n e  s o  
t h r o u g h  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ,  a n d  

a r t i s t s  h a v e  r a r e l y  e x p l o r e d  
f r a g r a n c e s  a s  a n  a r t i s t i c  
medium ± until now. 

Artists are rediscover-
i n g  t h e  a s s o c i a t i v e  p o w e r  
o f  s m e l l  a n d  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  
influence behaviour. one 
r e c e n t  e x a m p l e  o f  t h i s  w a s  
P a m e l a  Ro s e n k r a n z ’ s  s h o w  
a t  t h e  V e n i c e  B i e n n a l e  i n  
May. reeking of baby 
p o w d e r ,  i t  c h a l l e n g e d  t h e  
p e r c e p t i o n  o f  m a t e r i a l i t y  i n  
a r t  b y  u s i n g  s u c h  a  s u p p o s -
e d l y  i m m a t e r i a l  m e d i u m  a s  
s m e l l .  O f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  m o l -
e c u l e s  i n v o l v e d  i n  c h e m i -
c a l  r e a c t i o n s  t h a t  p r o d u c e  
o d o u r s  h a v e  a  p h y s i c a l  
p r e s e n c e ,  e v e n  i f  t h e y  s e e m  

i n v i s i b l e  t o  t h e  n a k e d  e y e .  
B u t  w h a t  w a s  i n t e r e s t i n g  
a b o u t  Ro s e n k r a n z ’ s  s h o w  
w a s  t h a t  i t  c h a l l e n g e d  t h e  
p r e v a i l i n g  a e s t h e t i c  o r d e r  
o f  W e s t e r n  a r t ,  w h i c h  h a s  
l o n g  p r i v i l e g e d  s o l i d  m a t t e r  
o v e r  l i q u i d s  a n d  g a s .  T o  a n  
e x t e n t ,  t h i s  i s  j u s t  c o m m o n  
s e n s e :  w i t h o u t  t h e  a p p r o -
p r i a t e  s k i l l s  a n d  a c c e s s  t o  
t h e  c o r r e c t  m a t e r i a l s ,  i t ’ s  
quite difficult to make art 
f r o m  a  v a p o u r .  Ho w e v e r ,  
f o l l o w i n g  d e v e l o p m e n t s  
i n  m o l e c u l a r  s c i e n c e s ,  r e -
s e a r c h  o f  s e n s o r y  p e r c e p -
t i o n  i n  t h e  b r a i n  a n d  t h e  
a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  t e c h n o l o g y ,  
a r t i s t s  h a v e  b e g u n  t o  u s e  
s c i e n c e  t o  t e a s e  a p a r t  o l f a c -
t o r y  e l e m e n t s  a s  t a n g i b l e  
w o r k i n g  m a t e r i a l s .  

SMELLS LIKE ART
Sp e a r h e a d i n g  t h i s  n e w  
movement is New York 
b a s e d  c o n c e p t u a l  a r t i s t  
Anicka Yi, whose work 
Artnet has branded as 
“ t e c h n o - s e n s u a l  a l c h e m y ” .  
In -une, her e[hibition 
“ 7, 070, 4 30K o f  Di g i t a l  
Sp i t ”  a t  Ku n s t h a l l e  B a s e l  
i n c l u d e d  t h e  w o r k  “ T h e  
L a s t  Di a m o n d ” ,  i n  w h i c h  
h i d d e n  s c e n t  d i f f u s e r s  e m i t -
t e d  a  f r a g r a n c e  d e s i g n e d  
by Yi and the perfumer 
Barnabp fillion. en titled 
³Aliens and Alzheimer’s´, 
t h e  p e r f u m e  w a s  i n s p i r e d  
by the smell of Alzheimer’s 
p a t i e n t s  a n d  t h e  i m a g i n e d  
h u m  o f  a  f o e t u s  i n s i d e  a n  
a m n i o t i c  s a c .  De s i g n e d  
t o  s y m b o l i s e  t h e  “ s c e n t  
o f  f o r g e t t i n g ” ,  i t  w a s  a l s o  
i n f u s e d  i n t o  t h e  p a p e r  u s e d  
f o r  t h e  m o n o g r a p h  t h a t  a c -
c o m p a n i e d  t h e  e x h i b i t i o n .  
A copy of the publication 
w a s  a l s o  p r e s e n t  a t  t h e  c e n -
t r e  o f  t h e  e x h i b i t i o n ,  r o t a t -
ing over a blue flame that 
b u r n t  t h e  b o o k  a n d  r e l e a s e d  
t h e  a r o m a  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  

gallery. for Yi, smell and 
m e m o r y  a r e  i n e x t r i c a b l y  
linked, their fleeting es -
s e n c e s  p o i n t i n g  t o  t h e  o t h e r  
a s  a  s o u r c e  o r  o r i g i n ,  t h e i r  
p r e s e n c e  c o n t i n u a l l y  d e -
f e r r e d .

Berlin�based New =ea�
lander dane Mitchell 
e x p l o r e s  s i m i l a r  t h e m e s .  
Hi s  Se p t e m b e r  e x h i b i t i o n  
“ L e t  u s  t a k e  t h e  a i r ”  a t  t h e  
Hopkinson Mossman in 
Auckland featured a scent�
b a s e d  w o r k ,  “ Co n c e n t r a t e d  
form of Loss: Alpha�
Ionone/Beta�Ionone´, 
w h i c h  w a s  a l s o  c o n c e r n e d  
w i t h  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  f o r g e t -
ting. Made with molecular 
e x t r a c t s  f r o m  v i o l e t s  c a l l e d  
i o n o n e ,  i t s  b o u q u e t  c a u s e s  
momentary anosmia ± a 
t e m p o r a r y  l o s s  o f  s m e l l  
± by blocking receptors 
in the nose. After a few 
b r e a t h s ,  t h e  r e c e p t o r s  r e s e t ,  
a n d  t h e  s w e e t  s c e n t  r e t u r n s  
anew. unlike Yi, Mitchell’s 
m e d i t a t i o n  o n  m e m o r y  
a n d  s m e l l  i s n ’ t  n o s t a l g i c ;  
f o r  h i m  t h e  m o l e c u l e s  i n  
s c e n t  a r e  l i k e  r e a d y - m a d e s .

L.A.’s sean raspet, 
i s  h e l p i n g  f e l l o w  a r t i s t s  
c o n f i g u r e  c u s t o m - m a d e  
s m e l l s .  I n  2 014  h e  s t a r t e d  
Air Variable, a company 
t h a t  s p e c i a l i s e s  i n  c a p t u r -
i n g  a i r  s a m p l e s ,  c a l c u l a t i n g  
t h e i r  m o l e c u l a r  c o m p o s i -
t i o n  a n d  r e i s s u i n g  t h e m .  
for his 2014 show at 
-essica silverman Gallery 
in san francisco he cre -
ated ³Micro�encapsulated 
Su r f a c e  C o a t i n g  ( E n -
c a p s u l a t e d  C o n t e n t s :  
S t a n d a r d  R e c o v e r y  
>GC/Ms VoLAtILes�
WHoLe AIr: 37.784749 �� 
�122.414129 �@)´, a work 
t h a t  r e c i r c u l a t e d  t h e  i n s t i -
t u t e ’ s  s a m p l e d  a i r  t h r o u g h  
s c r a t c h - a n d - s n i f f  c o a t -
i n g s .  B y  f o r e g r o u n d i n g  
t h e  b a c k g r o u n d  n o i s e  o f  

t h e  g a l l e r y ’ s  s c e n t ,  h e  
r e v e a l e d  t h e  f u n c t i o n a l ,  
m a t e r i a l  e l e m e n t s  o f  t h e  
s e e m i n g l y  o v e r l o o k e d  a n d  
u n s e e n  i n  t h e  d a i l y  w o r k i n g  
e n v i r o n m e n t .  

I n s p i r e d  b y  t e c h n o l -
o g y  a n d  c o n s u m e r  s o c i e t y ,  
Ra s p e t ’ s  w o r k  f o l l o w s  a  
l i n e a g e  t h a t  i n c l u d e s  t h e  
uK’s Art 	 Language, 
a  Si x t i e s  c o l l e c t i v e  t h a t  
u s e d  a i r  a s  a  m a t e r i a l ,  a n d  
American artist robert 
B a r r y ,  w h o  i n  19 6 9 ,  s t a g e d  
a n  a r t  e v e n t  i n  w h i c h  h e  r e -
leased five noble gases into 
t h e  a t m o s p h e r e .  Ho w e v e r ,  
u n l i k e  t h e s e  w o r k s ,  Ra s p e t  
d o e s  n o t  c o n s i d e r  h i s  f r a -
g r a n c e s  t o  b e  p u r e l y  a b -
s t r a c t  f o r m s .  “ T h e  m o s t  
b a s i c  m a t e r i a l  s i g n a t u r e  
o f  a  s u b s t a n c e  i s  i t s  c h e m i -
c a l  c o m p o s i t i o n , ”  h e  s a y s .  
³You can never get outside 
t h e  m a t e r i a l .  N o t h i n g  i s  
e v e r  d e m a t e r i a l i s e d ,  e v -
e r y t h i n g  i s  s t i l l  m a t e r i a l . ”  
P i e c e  b y  p i e c e ,  a r t i s t s  l i k e  
Ra s p e t  a r e  p r o v i n g  t h a t  
a t o m s  a n d  m o l e c u l e s ,  t h e  
b a s i c  b u i l d i n g  b l o c k s  o f  
o u r  u n i v e r s e ,  s h o u l d  a l s o  
b e  c o n s i d e r e d  m a t e r i a l  f o r  
a r t i s t i c  p r o d u c t i o n .

At the Center project 
s p a c e  i n  B e r l i n ,  a r t i s t s  
Cl e m e n c e  d e  L a  T o u r  d u  
P i n ,  Do r o t a  G a w e d a ,  a n d  
E g l e  Ku l b o k a i t e  h a v e  b e e n  
u s i n g  t h e s e  g a s e o u s  m e d i -
ums to reflect on notions of 
i d e n t i t y .  T h i s  s p r i n g  t h e y  
staged ³Agatha 1.2.0.1´, an 
e x h i b i t i o n  b a s e d  a r o u n d  a  
p o s t - g e n d e r  o n l i n e  a v a t a r  
named Agatha Valkyrie. 
P a r t  o f  t h e  s h o w  r e v o l v e d  
a r o u n d  e i g h t  s c e n t s  c a l l e d  
“ Cl o u d ” ,  “ Ri t a ” ,  “ L i n d a ” ,  
³Luz´, ³ricky´, ³-ill´, 
³-eff´ and ³supernova´, 
t h a t  e v o k e d  d i f f e r e n t  
aspects of Agatha’s per-
s o n a .  De s i g n e d  b y  p e r -
f u m e r s  f r o m  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  
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r e l a b e l l e d  a n  e m p t y  p e r -
f u m e  b o t t l e  a n d  i n c l u d e d  
a  p o r t r a i t  o f  h i m s e l f  a s  a l -
t e r  e g o  Rr o s e  Sé l a v y  a s  t h e  
a d v e r t i s i n g  i m a g e .  

At the time, duchamp 
w a s  p o s i n g  a  c r i t i q u e  o f  
t h e  m a r k e t i n g  p r a c t i c e s  i n  
a r t .  De s p i t e  t h i s ,  a r t  h a s  
c o n t i n u e d  t o  w o r k  a l o n g -
side advertising ± and 

s c i e n c e  i s  j o i n i n g  i n  t o o .  
T o  i n a u g u r a t e  i t s  h e a d q u a r -
ters on sloane Avenue in 
L o n d o n  t h i s  s p r i n g ,  t h e  
fiorucci Art trust and 
Cr e a t i v e  P e r f u m e r s  p r e -
s e n t e d  “ I ’ m  h e r e  b u t  
y o u ’ v e  g o n e ” .  Cu r a t e d  b y  
Milovan farronato with 
St e l l a  B o t t a i ,  t h e y  g a v e  
artists such as Magali 

Re u s ,  P r e m  Sa h i b  a n d  E d  
fornieles access to an oil 
f r a g r a n c e  l i b r a r y  a n d  t h e n  
c o m m i s s i o n e d  t h e m  t o  c r e -
ate a unique site�specific 
w o r k  f o r  t h e  b u i l d i n g .  
E l s e w h e r e ,  p e r f u m e  l i n e  
E t a t  L i b r e  d ’ O r a n g e  h a s  
t e a m e d  u p  w i t h  t h e  T o m  
of finland foundation 
t o  c r e a t e  a  f r a g r a n c e  t h a t  

e n c a p s u l a t e s  t h e  s t y l e  o f  
T o u k o  L a a k s o n e n ’ s  w o r k .  
T h e  c o m p a n y ’ s  w e b s i t e  
p r o m o t e s  t h e  f r a g r a n c e  
w i t h  v i v i d  d e s c r i p t i o n s  
³tom of finland is be -
y o n d  s e x u a l i t y  —  h e  i s  
s e x ” .  B r i n g i n g  i n t o  r e l i e f  
t h e  c h a r a c t e r ’ s  s e x u a l  a p -
p e a l  a n d  t h e  e p h e m e r a l i t y  
o f  t h e  p e r f u m e  f u n c t i o n s  a s  
a  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  p a s t  t h a t  
i s  m a d e  t o  b e  u s e d  i n  t h e  
p r e s e n t  b u t  w h i c h  p r o j e c t s  
i n t o  t h e  f u t u r e .  

T h i s  s h i f t  f r o m  u s i n g  a r t  
t o  c r i t i q u e  c o m m e r c e ,  t o  
u s i n g  c o m m e r c i a l  o p p o r -
t u n i t i e s  t o  d e v e l o p  n e w  
a e s t h e t i c  i d e a s  t h a t  m i g h t  
o t h e r w i s e  b e  o f f  l i m i t s  i s  
h e l p i n g  t o  e x p a n d  t h e  p o -
t e n t i a l  o f  h u m a n  p e r c e p -
t i o n  a n d  a n  u n d e r s t a n d -
i n g  o f  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  i n  
non� object art. And as the 
s c i e n c e  o f  p e r c e p t i o n  b e -
c o m e s  m o r e  e x a c t i n g ,  s o  
d o e s  t h e  a b i l i t y  f o r  c r e a t i v e  
o u t l e t s  t o  d e s c r i b e  a n d  e x -
p e r i m e n t  w i t h  i t  i n  t h e i r  
w o r k .  T o d a y  i t  s e e m s  t h a t  
a r t  i s  b e g i n n i n g  t o  r e a l i s e  
its kinship with science ± 
a  r e l a t i o n  t h a t  s c i e n c e  h a s  
a l w a y s  c a r r i e d  a n  a w a r e -
n e s s  o f .  

Although founded on 
i n d u c t i v e  r e a s o n i n g ,  s c i -
e n c e  s t i l l  r e q u i r e s  a  l e v e l  
o f  a b s t r a c t  t h i n k i n g  t h a t  a r t  
b e s t  r e p r e s e n t s .  

I n  h i s  19 8 5 b o o k  “ T h e  
Man Who Mistook His 
W i f e  f o r  a  Ha t ” ,  t h e  l a t e  
B r i t i s h  n e u r o l o g i s t  O l i v e r  
Sa c k s  g i v e s  a  g o o d  e x a m -
p l e  o f  t h i s  w h e n  h e  t e l l s  
t h e  s t o r y  o f  a  y o u n g  d o c t o r  

w h o  a f t e r  a  l o n g  n i g h t  o f  
t a k i n g  r e c r e a t i o n a l  d r u g s  
f o u n d  h e  c o u l d  d i s t i n g u i s h  
a l l  h i s  f r i e n d s  a n d  h i s  p a -
tients by smell. Years, later 
Sa c k s  r e v e a l e d  t h a t  t h e  
d o c t o r  w a s  a c t u a l l y  h i m -
s e l f ,  y e t  d e s p i t e  t h i s  a r t i s t i c  
l i c e n s e ,  h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  
t h i s  e p i s o d e  c o u l d  w e l l  b e  
a p p l i e d  t o  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  
o f  a r t  t o o :  “ So  v i v i d ,  s o  
r e a l ! ”  h e  s a y s .   “ I t  w a s  l i k e  
a  v i s i t  t o  a n o t h e r  w o r l d ,  a  
w o r l d  o f  p u r e  p e r c e p t i o n ,  

rich, alive, self�sufficient, 
a n d  f u l l .  I f  o n l y  I  c o u l d  
g o  b a c k  s o m e t i m e s  a n d  
b e  a  d o g  a g a i n ! ”  I n  f a c t ,  
i t  c o u l d  w e l l  s u m  u p  t h e  
f e e l i n g  o f  a t t e n d i n g  t h e  
s m e l l - i n s p i r e d  e x h i b i t i o n s  
o f  c o n t e m p o r a r y  a r t i s t s  l i k e  
Yi, Mitchell, raspet, de La 
T o u r  d u  P i n ,  G a w e d a ,  a n d  
Ku l b o k a i t e  e t  a l .  P e r h a p s  
t h e  p o t e n t i a l  o f  m o l e c u l a r  
a r t  h a s  o n l y  j u s t  b e g u n  t o  
u n f o l d .

flavors 	 fragrances, de La 
T o u r  d u  P i n  a g r e e s  t h a t  t h i s  
i s  o n e  w a y  t o  m a t e r i a l i s e  
t h e  s e e m i n g l y  i m m a t e r i a l .  
³Agatha lives on interfaces 
± always awake and articu-
l a t e d  b y  a  c o n s t e l l a t i o n  o f  
codes, she flows through 
m e t a l l i c  s t r u c t u r e s  l i k e  
d e v i c e s  a n d  c a b l e s , ”  s h e  
s a y s .  He r e ,  s c e n t  i s  u s e d  a s  

a  w a y  t o  c o n n e c t  l i v e d  a n d  
d i g i t a l  e x p e r i e n c e s  w i t h  a n  
otherwise immaterial fig -
u r e  w h o s e  l i f e  e x i s t s  o n l y  
o n l i n e .  

MARKETING MATTER
I n s t i t u t i o n s  h a v e  a l s o  b e e n  
p i c k i n g  u p  o n  t h i s  t r e n d .  
In 2013, New York’s Mu�
seum of Art and design 

held ³the Art of the scent 
1889±2012´ in which  fra-
g r a n c e - r e l e a s i n g  d i m p l e s  
e m i t t e d  u n i q u e  s c e n t s .   
Museum tinguely in Basel, 
h a s  a l s o  h a d  a n  e x h i b i t i o n  
on smell� ³Belle Haleine ± 
the scent of Art´, which 
opened in february 2015. 
T h e  f i r s t  i n  a  s e r i e s  o n  
the five human senses, it 

f e a t u r e d  s c u l p t u r e s ,  p a i n t -
i n g s ,  d r a w i n g s  a n d  i n s t a l -
l a t i o n s  a l l  r e l a t i n g  t o  a r t i s t s  
f r o m  N o u v e a u x  Ré a l i s m ,  
pop Art, Conceptual Art 
and flu[us. Works includ-
e d  a n  a l l e g e d  c a n  o f  P i e r o  
Manzoni’s shit (³Merda 
d ’ a r t i s t a  n .  78 ”  f r o m  19 6 1) ;  
-enny Marketou’s 2003 re-
a l i t y  T V  s p o o f  “ Sm e l l  y o u  >  

Sm e l l  m e ” ,  a n d  Ca r s t e n  
H|ller  and franoois 
Ro c h e ’ s  “ Hy p o t h é s e  d e  
g r u e ”  ( 2 013)  i n s t a l l a t i o n  
o f  a  d r a g o n ’ s  h e a d  s p e w -
i n g  p h e r o m o n e s .  T h e  e x -
h i b i t i o n  w a s  a l s o  n a m e d  
after Marcel duchamp’s 
“ B e l l e  Ha l e i n e ,  E a u  d e  V o i -
l e t t e ”  ( “ B e a u t i f u l  B r e a t h ,  
V e i l  W a t e r ” ) ,  w h e r e  h e  

IF 
ONLY I 

COULD GO 
BACK 

SOMETIMES 
AND BE A DOG 

AGAIN!
OLIVER SACKS

seAN rAspet
N e gat i ve  Ai r ,  2014

 P r e s s ur e  di f fe r e nt i a l  ge ne r a t e d by 
omni�Aire oA2200C negative air machine 
with HepA filter and activated carbon 
VoC/oder filter
80 x 66 x 82.5 c m
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S E N S E  O F

SCENTS

C O N T R I B U T O R S

BEAUTY PUNCH

KATYA BUKANOVA

KIRA BUNSE

TALIA CHETRIT

ADRIAN CRISPIN

HORST DIEKGERDES

CHRISTOPHER DOYLE

OLAFUR ELIASSON

KALEN HOLLOMON

DANIEL JOSEFSOHN

SCOTT KING

MARK PECKMEZIAN

ARNAUD PYVKA

TOBIAS REHBERGER

JOHAN SANDBERG

HENDRIK SCHNEIDER

HEJI SHIN

PAUL SMITH

JORK WEISSMANN

ERWIN WURM

20 CREATIVES FROM PAUL SMITH 
TO OLAFUR ELIASSON TAKE A SNIFF.

A PORTFOLIO OF SCENT 
AS INSPIRATION

seAN rAspet
P h an t om  ri n gt on e ,  2013

 fragrance formulation and propylene glycol 
i n HDP E  c ont a i ne r  on s t e e l  w a l l  m ount
Di m e ns i ons  va r i a bl e
4.5 l i t r e  bot t l e 14 7


