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A Century of Scents  
An Introduction

SCENT IS THE SILENT AND invisible companion that marches through 

our history. Sprayed or dabbed on in the mornings as we blink out 

the sleep in our eyes, and more emphatically in the evenings when it 

is time to be noticed as we play, it comes with us as we go about our 

lives. Some scents cling, koala-like, to their owners for decades, till 

death do them part. Others are not so fortunate, getting a few years, 

or months, before the next one knocks them over the head and steals 

their place. Some become fossilised into a certain life-stage: my first 

perfume; college; travel; living in that damp flat that got burgled; that 

weird six months we don’t talk about.

Scent has radiated Oom the collars of politicians as they stand 

on the steps triumphant, and when they leave, hounded and broken. 

It has been dabbed on by performers getting into character for their 

next role. And it has been present – even playing a supporting or 

confidence-boosting role – in negotiations, tussles, crimes, parties, 

productions and seductions, in instances both infamous and prosaic. 

Scent, depending on who is wearing it and why, can mean power, 

emancipation, beauty, perversion, belonging or escape. It can stand 

for a movement, a tribe, a sub-culture. It can represent tradition or, 

as with patchouli oil in the 1960s, its rejection. Even aVer a person’s 

death, scent offers a resurrection of sorts: we cannot speak to our loved 

one again, but we can smell their perfume on their clothes, almost as 

if they have only just taken off a favourite jumper.
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When it comes to the initial sales pitch, this most puffed-up of 

products, oVen commanding eye-watering prices, is certainly boastful 

about its potential. It needs to be. AVer all, this is alcohol with added 

bits. It’s one of the most indulgent pleasures and, in an age of sani-

tation and disinfectants when we rarely need to cover a stink, sits so 

far up Maslow’s hierarchy of needs that the angels in heaven just saw 

a bottle shoot over their heads. When we are sold perfume, we are 

accustomed to also being sold the idea of a life we will never have. Of 

course sex – whether in a penthouse overlooking the Eiffel Tower or 

in a floral meadow carefully cleaned of cow dung – is a part of this. 

But with models lying draped across a lawn, chaise longue, bed or 

cliff-top, it also sells a mind-altering languor, a mood that is careOee, 

untroubled and peaceful. In enticing us towards this state, there is a 

fuzziness in perfume, a nonsense logic all too familiar Oom screen 

commercials with their bizarre moodscapes. To pastiche: ‘She knew 

his essence. It was theirs. Their moment.’

When it roams into la-la territory, perfume risks becoming the 

next emperor’s new clothes, more snake-oil even than bottled mineral 

water. Music is the pulse of an era, a portent of unrest, of revolution. 

Fashion demonstrates ideas about self-expression and acceptability. 

But perfume? A bit trivial, isn’t it? What could it possibly have to say?

We are told that olfaction is the magic key to unlocking memory, 

and sometimes we do have a vivid picture connected to a particular 

smell. If we are lucky, it might be Oom an idyllic moment in child-

hood, when we had our own treehouse and hosted a tea party for 

the squirrels; if we are unlucky, it could be the classroom at school 

where we got thumped. But more oVen when we smell something 

not quite familiar, catching a whiff off another person’s coat, it is as 

though we have been kidnapped and taken to a remote landscape. 

Blindfolded, disoriented, we sense something of the place but are 

unable to distinguish exactly where we are. There is that Oustrating 

feeling of recognising a smell, of knowing we know it, but being com-

pletely flummoxed as to its identity. AVer a Oiend tells us ‘that’s Paco 

Rabanne’ and puts us out of our misery, there is that moment of relief. 
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The Rubik’s Cube is solved ! All is well with the world. When Oagrance 

more oVen than not renders us dumb, how are we supposed to start 

articulating its important role in our history?

Nearly all of us, though, are expert readers of scent. We may not 

be able to decipher individual notes or name the perfumer, but we are 

good at making judgements in order to place what we smell. These 

responses are personal to us, and they can feel unshakeable: ‘That 

smells young. This one smells like my grandma. That one over there 

smells vintage. This bottle is cheap. That one’s expensive. That one’s 

for hippies. That’s for one-night stands.’ If we were to cluster together 

these archetypes – the trashy broad, the femme fatale, the old crone – 

we would be in the latest David Lynch project.

It is in understanding how we respond to scent, collectively and as 

individuals, that we can begin to tell the story of the role this invisible 

reference point has played in the twentieth century. A perfume that 

was the height of daring fiVy years ago and which stood for everything 

risqué now moves towards Oumpiness as the people we associate 

with that sort of smell advance Oom being Gigis to grannies. It is a 

similar phenomenon to our assessment of Christian names as con-

temporary or old-fashioned, or to rewatching television programmes 

made ten years ago, which, once so crisp and Oesh, now look fuzzy  

and dated.

Scent reflects what is appealing and exciting in an era, and our 

focus – the turbulent twentieth century – was crucial in forming Oa-

grance as we know it today. It was the century in which we decided to 

spray scent on our skin as opposed to our handkerchiefs. It saw certain 

smells become gender-specific, defined, and understood as being 

suitably ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’. And it was a century of escalating 

chemical innovation. Instead of a limited palette of natural materials 

and Oagrance types, perfumers found at their disposal hundreds of 

new molecules to play with. This led to an explosion of novel smells 

and odour effects, such as the aroma chemical Calone – also known as 

Watermelon ketone – which in the 1990s gave rise to all those marine 

scents promising snorkel dives amid the seaweed. We may not know 
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the names of these materials, but we know their smell once nestled 

in a composition.

What of the scent wearers? As with so many consumer goods in 

the last century, we saw fine Oagrance burst out Oom being the exclu-

sive bedfellow of the elite and leisured classes, transformed Oom an 

objet d’art to a mass-market proposition. Newly affordable, perfume 

became available to millions more people, who were enticed by ever 

more sophisticated marketing, by the inflation of celebrity culture, 

and by the centre of influence moving Oom Europe – particularly 

France  –  to the United States.

But really, when we speak of the twentieth century, we speak of 

our own nostalgia. An archaeological dig through the scents of the past 

one hundred years offers the opportunity for us to rake over the ones 

we wore and perhaps still enjoy, the ones our mothers and fathers and 

Oiends have worn, and the ones we wanted to wear but never dared. 

When we reach further back, to the people who are just out of our 

remembered history – our great-grandparents and their forbears – 

scent offers an enticing lens through which to imagine their world, 

as if by smelling the same perfume we might also breathe the same 

oxygen.

A warning: some of the scents included in this tour are now lost, 

particularly those Oom the start of the century. There are also those 

Oom more recent decades that flopped and were quickly swept off the 

shelves. Many of my choices that are still manufactured today have 

been reformulated – whether discreetly or dramatically – so they 

can keep in step with the market’s notion of what is commercial and 

current, or on account of regulatory pressures, or because ingredients 

once readily available are now harder or more expensive to obtain. 

Today’s version of a 1920s perfume may represent the same intention 

as the original, and will continue to offer pleasure under the same 

name, but some might consider it a new scent entirely.

You might also be wondering what is the point of including per-

fumes here that have gone the way of the dodo. We may remake old 

ballgowns Oom a sepia photo, but we cannot so easily replicate a scent 



A
N
 
I
N
T
R
O
D
U
C
T
I
O
N
 

5

that has fallen into obscurity. The liquid in the bottle is, of course, not 

the whole story, so we can still enjoy discovering a Oagrance aVer it 

has been laid to rest. Even with perfumes that are ready and waiting 

for us in the aisles, we need more than just a description of the smell. 

For just as we buy books because of their covers, we also buy and enjoy 

scents because of their names, straplines or cover stars, sometimes 

falling in love with the contents even before we’ve actually sprayed it 

on our skin.

This is why, in our century of scent through one hundred per-

fumes  –  ten for every decade – each scent speaks to us in a different 

voice. There are those which are the ultimate example of their maker’s 

craV, seamlessly structured and unfolding beautifully, layers peeling 

back to reveal more beneath and achieving that rare accolade of 

‘classic’. These appear alongside ‘the ones that got away’, prized in 

their time but now alluringly obscure: Black Satin, Hypnotique, White 

 Shoulders. There are perfumes that have made their way into these 

pages for pertinently expressing something about the era in which 

they were created, encapsulating to perfection a lifestyle craze, a pre-

occupation, a culture, through the Oagrance itself or through the 

bottle (the  twentieth century saw flasks shaped like pipes, the Statue 

of Liberty and, more unfortunately, grenades).

Be ready to encounter, and let us not beat around the bush here, 

a fair few Oagrances with dubious reputations in terms of artistry – 

Oagrances that might be said to barely qualit as ‘perfumes’ (Mennen’s 

Skin Bracer, anyone?). These are the scents that, through a combina-

tion of sheer persistence, marketing genius and hitting the zeitgeist, 

went global. They fizzed around networks and neighbourhoods, were 

instantly recognised on the streets and could be found under Christ-

mas trees throughout the land. And this is the thing: a scent is as much 

about the people who wear it as the people who make it. Sometimes 

the stories of those who got hold of a scent and made it theirs are more 

engrossing than the concept behind its creation. It might be the tale 

of one individual or the collective shared narratives of the masses: the 

millions of American women in the 1950s who bathed in Youth Dew 
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before an evening out with their husbands, the hordes of teenage boys 

with a can of Lynx, the generation of men for whom an evening of 

clubbing began with a splash of Joop  !

Sometimes all you want is a beautifully cooked steak as a proper 

treat; at other times only a hot bacon sarnie Oom your local cafe will 

hit the spot. In the same way, our century of scents brings together 

the rarefied and the regular joes. This is not a book about the best 

(only a small percentage of people would, in a blind snivng, be able 

to identit the finest); it is about the beloved. The strangest. The most 

outrageous. The scents we groan about because we remember thinking 

we were so attractive in them.

In our tour we will travel to belle époque Paris and her court 

perfumers, once the darlings of the French aristocracy and now re-

inventing themselves for the modern world of the bourgeoisie. We 

will meet the visionaries and mavericks of the 1920s who packaged 

up perfumes that sold back to the Bright Young Things their thrilling, 

illicit behaviour in olfactory form. In 1940s America we will discover 

how the Second World War led to failed attempts to turn the Florida 

marshlands into the new south of France, where jasmine would grow 

as far as the eye could see. Later we will open the bathroom cabinet 

of 1950s ‘Executive Man’, for whom an interest in Oagrance had to go 

hand-in-hand with a brutal stinging and a’slapping of the cheeks, and 

we will get to know his baby-boom daughters of prosperity, demand-

ing new perfumes for their sweet sixteenth. 1980s corporate power 

perfumes will naturally come out to play, along with their reactionary 

successors of the following decade, the ovce-appropriate Oagrance 

equivalent of the white shirt and black trousers.

Every scent has something to say. Each is bounded by its decade 

but also reverberates into others. As we march through the century, 

many of the old guard continue to walk with us, blossoming in later 

life or finally finding their metier years aVer launch. Thus when we 

speak of the scents of, say, the 1990s – of L’Eau d’Issey and Thierry 

Mugler’s Angel – we speak of scents still with us, with narratives that 

have some way to go; whether they will sprint or limp towards the 
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finish line, and the moment of their withdrawal Oom the shelves, is 

still to be discovered.

Even scents that are unfamiliar may be recognisable in the role 

they played during their time. For me, The Body Shop’s White Musk 

was the coming-of-age Oagrance; for someone fiVeen years older, that 

might have been Aqua Manda by Goya, and fiVeen years before that, 

Ma Griffe by Carven. And that’s just in the United Kingdom – other 

perfumes referenced in these pages will resonate with readers else-

where in the world. Whether we’re scent fiends or casual users, we 

can all look back and consider what we’ve worn and when: the smells 

that evoke a particular person we were dating or hanging out with; 

the ones that went with a scene we were once part of. The story of 

the twentieth century through perfume is also the story of our own 

personal century of scent.

Read, reminisce and keep those nostrils keen . . . there is a lot of 

perfume coming up. 


