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Despite the fact that many artists have been working with scents for over a century, 
olfactory art is not as well-known as other forms of art, given the persistent domi-
nance of visual experience, not to mention the obstacles contemporary artists face in 
exhibiting works that exude odors into an exhibition space. Nonetheless, as curator 
and critic Jim Drobnick notes in The Smell Culture Reader, artists haven’t waited 
for permission to investigate odors, and “fragrant art works, in fact, have appeared 
in such numbers that it is now possible to conduct investigations into their unique 
characteristics” (Drobnick 2006, 328). This collection of essays begins to take on that 
work, building on the scholarship and art practices of the past.

Olfactory art demands a consideration of the interdisciplinary ground out of which 
it emerges. In this introduction we briefly sketch out a section of this ground as it ap-
pears to us now, recognizing that our project is not to write a history of olfactory art 
but to present contemporary international research and art projects directed toward 
understanding and realizing its political power and potential for resistance. We also 
offer in this introduction a definition of the key terms that have shaped this project: 
“olfactory art,” “the political,” and “resistance.”

Olfactory Art: A Definition

We define olfactory art as art that utilizes scent as its primary, or intentional, me-
dium. That is, olfactory art uses olfactory materials—herbs, flowers, perfumes, mole-
cules, and other redolent substances—that can be experienced primarily through the 
olfactory system, inhaled and smelled. This emphasis on the materiality of olfactory 
art is critical to our understanding of works that resist received forms of representa-
tion, which for us brings forward questions about the political. There are artworks 
that have a smell to them that may not necessarily fall into the category of olfactory 
art—but are important precedents to the contemporary turn toward scent.

Premises for a Needed Olfactory Art History

As evident in these essays, the discourse on smell serves as a shared platform for artists 
working with odors and for scholars writing about olfactory art. This discourse ranges 
across fields, including sociology, anthropology, philosophy, history, literature, perfum-
ery, and environmental studies. Jacques Vignaud’s book Sentir, published in 1982, es-
tablishes a precedent for an interdisciplinary discussion of scent, and notably, begins 
with a critique of Kant’s and Hegel’s denigration of the sense of smell. The work of the 
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Centre for Sensory Studies established at Concordia University, Montreal, in 1988 sets 
a critical bar for the emerging field of olfactory art and its history (Concordia n.d.). 
Among numerable publications by the Centre’s faculty, Aroma: The Cultural History of 
Smell by Constance Classen, David Howes, and Anthony Synnott lays out the cultural 
import, from sociological and anthropological perspectives, of the historically over-
looked sense of smell. Jim Drobnick extends this scholarship with an overview of the 
discourse on the sense of smell in his introduction to The Smell Culture Reader. Drob-
nick notes the importance of Alain Corbin’s The Foul and the Fragrant, with its focus 
on the “profound influence of odors upon major social, political and cultural events 
during France’s modernization in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries” (Drobnick 
2006, 3). The preface to the book’s section on “Volatile Art” acknowledges the “nascent 
formation of an olfactory aesthetics and counterpolitics” (Drobnick 2006, 6). Here, 
Drobnick locates the mid-1980s as the “watershed moment” for publications on the 
sense of smell, which is not surprising given the impact of postmodern turns away from 
hegemonic formations, from the grand récits as described by Francois Lyotard (1984). 
An under-researched aspect of the sensorium, the olfactory presents an opportunity for 
artists to resist the dominant grand narrative of the visual as well as historically impor-
tant aesthetic categories such as Kant’s theory of disinterestedness and Hegel’s “privi-
leging of autonomy” (Drobnick 2006, 328). Drobnick’s essay “Towards an Olfactory 
Art History” also lays the groundwork for a future history of olfactory art by analyzing 
the references to smell in the writings of artists prior to the 1980s, considering in this 
essay those of Post-Impressionist painter Paul Gauguin. Chantal Jaquet’s Philosophie 
de l’Odorat, published in 2015, constitutes an attempt at delineating a philosophy of 
olfaction. Of particular interest to us, the book contains two sections delving into ol-
factory aesthetics and contemporary olfactory art (Jaquet 2015).

Any overview of the history and practice of olfactory art also needs to acknowl-
edge generations of perfumers, too numerous to mention individually here, and their 
considerable expertise about scent and its chemical composition, not to mention their 
works’ wide influence on contemporary interests in the body and questions of gen-
der. Edmond Roudnitska’s L’ésthétique en question, published in 1977, stands out 
as being the first book written by a perfumer attempting to bridge the craft of per-
fumery and art. The éditions Frédérique Malle follow suit by presenting themselves 
as a publishing house for perfume “authors,” recognized by the trade as historically 
significant. Also an important resource for anyone working with fragrance, France’s 
Osmothèque is arguably the world's most extensive perfume archive. Founded in 
1990 by Jean Kerléo, Jean Claude Ellena, and several other well-known perfumers, it 
preserves perfumes gathered from the past two millennia by reproducing their doc-
umented formulas; for more recent fragrances of the past three hundred years, the 
actual perfume is preserved in airtight, lightproof, and temperature-controlled vaults. 
Based in Versailles with conference centers in New York City and Paris, Osmothéque 
offers thematic public lectures that feature selected perfumes presented on test strips.

We must however acknowledge that this collection of essays does not engage di-
rectly with perfumes produced by the perfume industry.1 Nevertheless, our definition 
does not exclude perfumery as an art form, especially when it is a material employed 
by artists. In the value system we are building, for a smell to be of any interest to us, it 
must also possess a political component and potential for resistance, and in some in-
stances, perfume can elicit such content. However, as Constance Classen once wrote, 
“there is a whole world of vital olfactory imagery and meaning which cannot be, and 
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is not meant to be, encompassed in a perfume bottle” (Classen 1998, 151). These 
practices are evidenced in exhibitions such as Odorama in 2003, and as part of the 
Soirées Nomades [nomadic evenings] at the Fondation Cartier in Paris, France; Odor 
Limits, curated by DisplayCult (Jim Drobnick and Jennifer Fisher) at the Esther M. 
Klein Gallery in Philadelphia in 2008; Volatile! Scent and Poetry, curated by Debra 
Riley Parr at the Poetry Foundation in Chicago in 2015; There’s something in the 
air! – Scent in Art, curated by Caro Verbeek at Villa Rot in Belgium in 2015; and al-
most concurrently, Belle Haleine–The Scent of Art, curated by Annja Müller-Alsbach 
at the Museum Tinguely in Basel, Switzerland. The latter exhibition was extensive 
and offered important institutional recognition of olfactory art. In a space spanning 
more than 1,200 m2, it featured international artists working with scent from the art 
historical canon, as well as contemporary artists from the last 30 years.

Olfactory Art: A Needed History, Yet to Be Written

The history of olfactory art is yet to be written. Two publications have begun outlin-
ing that history from a Eurocentric perspective. In 2011, Denys Riout published in 
the Cahiers National du Museum National d’Art Moderne: “Art et Olfaction: Des 
Evocations Visuelles à une Présence Réelle.” A couple of years later, Ashraf Osman 
offered another preliminary history of twentieth-century olfactory art in a seminar 
paper written for the postgraduate curatorial program at the Zürcher Hochschule der 
Künste. In Riout’s words, “the plastic arts have a particular aptitude at expanding 
their empire by inventing new techniques and annexing other arts.”2 In this case, 
he is speaking of annexing perfumery techniques. Neither essay pretends to present 
an exhaustive history of olfactory art, but rather, to quote Riout again, each begins 
“mapping some of the force lines that underlie the emergence of an artistic olfactory-
scape”3 (Riout 2011, 2).

This mapping includes Marcel Duchamp’s Belle Haleine, Eau de Voilette (1921)—
which gave its name to the Museum Tinguely exhibition—the Surrealist exposition 
of 1938 curated by Duchamp, where surrealist Wolfgang Paalen “carpeted the floor 
with oak leaves, ferns and grasses, a water-filled pond with water lilies and reeds and 
the atmosphere was pervaded with the ‘scents of Brazil:’ the aroma of roasting coffee” 
(Osman 2013, 5). Another point on this map is Kurt Schwitters’s Merzbau, which, 
according to photographic documentation, would have included smelly organic ma-
terial (Riout 2011). More recent forays into scent include Fluxus and Arte Povera, 
as well as a pioneering aromatic diffuser designed in 1970 by the French painter 
Gerard  Titus-Carmel. Riout and Osman venture into more contemporary artifacts 
that would be too numerous to list here.

We would, however, like to mention several olfactory works from the 1990s that 
these authors do not include, which, coupled with that decade’s scientific and techno-
logical innovations, usher in twenty-first-century olfactory art: Laurie Palmer’s Scent 
(1990), exhibited in The Body at the Renaissance Society of the University of Chi-
cago in 1991; Clara Ursitti’s Self-portrait in Scent, Sketch no 1 (1994), shown at the 
Centre for Contemporary Arts, Glasgow, and Aberdeen City Art Gallery, Scotland; 
and Oswaldo Macia’s Conversation Asphalt and Salt (1996), presented at the Clove 
Gallery in London, England.

In an important non-European contribution to the field, Gaudêncio Fidelis curated 
Smell as a Criterion. This exhibition was the olfactory component of the Mercosul 



4 Gwenn-Aël Lynn and Debra Riley Parr

Biennial in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in 2015. A survey of modern and contemporary 
Latin American artists working with olfaction, it included artists such as Oswaldo 
Maciá, Ernesto Neto, Hélio Oiticia, Lygia Pape, and many others.

The Political

For us, the most compelling unique characteristic of olfactory art lies in its political 
potential. We operate with a distinction between the political and politics. Politics 
constitutes the strategies deployed by individuals, political parties, and governments 
to obtain power; by contrast, the political is an inquiry into how to be together, how to 
co-exist. If politics is about governing, then the political is the philosophy of politics, 
as originally founded by Plato in his dialogue The Statesman (Πολιτικός, Politikós in 
the original text). However, closer to us in time, Jean-Luc Nancy offers a nuanced un-
derstanding of this difference by stating (in his Communauté Désoeuvré from 1986) 
that the political is the space for the contestation of the very basis of power: “the po-
litical designates not the organization of society but the disposition of community as 
such.” Many of the contributors to this volume engage with this contestation of power 
in overt or subtle ways. In order to make a distinction between politics and a phil-
osophical engagement with the definition of politics, Jean-Luc Nancy broke French 
grammatical rules by switching the gender of la politique [politics] to le politique [the 
political]). His translators, in order to render this distinction in English, turned what 
is commonly accepted as a modifier, “political,” into a noun, “the political.”

Western representative democracies are one of several possible political forms, and 
they align themselves with visuality. In her essay, “Archive: Performance Remains,” 
performance studies theorist Rebecca Schneider argues that in Western culture, arti-
facts must remain visible in order to be considered valuable.4 From that perspective, 
scents, much like performance art, pose a serious problem because they are transient, 
and do not remain visible, if they ever were. Schneider points out the “ocular he-
gemony” of the artifact. The artifact and the archive are valuable because they are 
“permanently” visible. Schneider contests the ocular hegemony of the archive on the 
basis that performative practices do remain, “[do] leave residue in the body and the 
memory of its practitioners, and viewers” (Schneider 2001, 102). Those remnants 
are intangible, and therefore a challenge to the hegemonic visual. Western culture 
denigrates the sense of smell, precisely because it cannot be archived, because it is 
intangible. Hence, Schneider's work indicates a clear relationship between power and 
the sense of sight. Other authors such as Jim Drobnick in his Smell Culture Reader 
(2006) and Jacques Vignaud in Sentir (1982) similarly discuss visual hegemony. For 
us, this visual hegemony leads to the political problem of representation.

Under a hegemonic visual regime, the question of representation emerges at the inter-
section of the olfactory and the political. While the practice of political representation 
may be well understood, given the particulars of olfactory art we feel the term “rep-
resentation” must be carefully analyzed and contextualized. When one smells something, 
the scent enters the body through the nose and lungs and limbic system of the brain, be-
coming a body–mind experience. Smelling is, thus, an unmediated sensation, an embod-
ied experience. The olfactory constitutes a completely different scenario from the visual 
depiction of something, where symbolizing or representing mediates the experience.

Hence, scents cannot be said to “represent” in the same way that images can.5 The no-
tion of representation is rooted in the discourse and the ideology of visuality. Questions 
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arise: how can multiple identities with multiple locations be represented? How can a 
multi-racial, multicultural, non-gender-conforming society represent itself? The recent 
political landscape has revealed the deep inadequacies of the politics of representation. 
Many voices have denounced a political crisis of representation over the years.6 One of 
the possible solutions to this conundrum, perhaps, is to no longer worry so much about 
representing, but instead focus on how to foster participation and direct engagement.

Resistance

Resistance, a word often heard in relation to the political, specifies a particular po-
sitioning in opposition to regimes of power, be they aesthetic, national, gendered, or 
racial. What exactly do we mean by the last part of our title, An Age of Resistance? 
We could point to Walter Benjamin’s essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechan-
ical Reproduction” in which he analyzes the effects of reproductive technologies on 
art and optical experience, not just of the modernist period but on all art. Benjamin’s 
method informs our thinking here, but we also recognize our personal reactions to 
the current global political climate as a factor in shaping a rhetoric of resistance. We 
want to situate olfactory art as a form of resistance in our current moment, but like 
Benjamin with his historical survey of the modes of reproduction, we wish to ac-
knowledge that the history of resistance has a long arc, dotted by moments that may 
contribute to any contemporary acts of resistance. Resistance studies scholars make 
the case for “the temporal aspect of resistance” as an analytical category (Baaz, Lilja, 
Schulz, and Vinthagen 2016, 10). In their analysis, Mikael Baaz et al. find that most 
resistance scholarship focuses on spatial relationships, particularly when studying 
civil society-based resistance, but fail to account for temporal relations “to people of 
the past as well as the future” (Baaz et al. 2016, 11). This failure is certainly true when 
dealing with climate change resistance, as our actions condition our descendants’ 
future world. Baaz et al. have found that some resistance strategies create multiple 
temporalities (i.e. creating alternative futures), and queer time and space as ways to 
resist nihilistic agendas—for instance fascist nihilism—and bridge the future with 
the now while fostering empathy for the future when dealing with climate change. 
Olfactory experience obviously also has a temporal aspect to it, with scents unfolding 
over time and constantly shifting in their chemical compositions. We find this shared 
relationship to time suggestive and warranting further thought and analysis. For us, 
it prompts speculation that olfaction may be particularly suited to acts of resistance.

Methodologically, we choose to embrace a fluid notion of time rather than using 
firm boundaries such as particular dates to frame what we mean by “an age of resist-
ance.” We acknowledge that for us the notion of “an age of resistance” functions like 
a cursor in time that can slide in many directions depending on the olfactory topic. 
For instance, Futurist dinners, which had olfactory components, could be located at 
one point, while the olfactory references in poetic texts or the fragrant qualities of 
installations and performances may occupy overlapping or different situations of re-
sistance. The questions then become, how does olfactory art resist in any specific age, 
and is there something particular about our own contemporary age of resistance that 
affords us a vantage point, is there something now that demands more thinking about 
the possible relations of olfactory art and resistance? What are the various olfactory 
forms of resistance? And more broadly, how does olfactory art take up its position in 
an age of resistance, alongside many other acts of resistance?
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Baaz et al. caution, however, “that it is important not to dichotomize resisters and 
dominators since that would mean ignoring the multiple systems of hierarchy and that 
individuals can be simultaneously powerful and powerless within different systems” 
(Baaz et  al. 2016, 6). This suggestion echoes French theorist Gilles Deleuze who, 
during a lecture, on March 17, 1987 (Deleuze 1987), on the “Society of Control” at 
the FEMIS (a film school in Paris), drew important distinctions between art and com-
munication, insisting that art is implicitly an act of resistance unlike communication, 
which is, more often than not, propaganda, and therefore complicit with power. Fur-
thermore, by extension, we acknowledge that much of the art of the twentieth century 
could be considered to be forms of resistance, and indeed the very formation of art 
history as a field proceeds from a theory of dialectical swings from one generation to 
the next in terms of style and other concerns. Following Deleuze, we say that if art 
constitutes an act of resistance, then olfactory art is also an act of resistance, with a 
difference, or an intensity, since it already operates within the sphere of art, but at 
the margins. More specifically, as it has been established elsewhere (Vignaud 1982; 
Nancy 2002, 146; Drobnick 2006), olfaction opposes the power of visual hegemony.

In thinking through these forms of resistance, we find this observation by Baaz 
et al. useful:

Resistance could then, to summarize, be understood as a response to power 
from below—a subaltern practice that could challenge, negotiate, and undermine 
power, or such a practice performed on behalf of and/or in solidarity with a 
subaltern position (proxy resistance). Irrespective of intent or interest, we view 
resistance as (i) an act, (ii) performed by someone upholding a subaltern position 
or someone acting on behalf of and/or in solidarity with someone in a subaltern 
position, and (iii) (most often) responding to power.

(Baaz et al. 2016, 6)

This analysis of resistance in relation to power begs the following question: does ol-
factory art occupy a subaltern position? Are artists producing olfactory art situated 
in a subaltern position? If so, is it because of the olfactory’s position in relation to 
the visually hegemonic regime we live under? Is it because of its conspicuous absence 
from the market as soon as it leaves the perfumery domain, except, perhaps in the art 
market valuation of Ernesto Neto’s scented work? Is this absence from the art market, 
at least for now, its political strength, thus enabling olfactory art to avoid cooptation? 
Will olfactory art lose its capacity to resist if it becomes subsumed into a commodity?

We see resistance on the rise in a variety of arenas, including within the art industry, 
where there is a long tradition of artists situating their practice in opposition to the art 
market, to the hegemony of the visual, and to the commodification of art. We see olfac-
tory art in a constructive, expansive role, although we are all admiration at oppositional 
practices such as the Sister Serpents stink bombs and Clara Ursitti’s Poison action.

Methodologies

Echoing our fluid definition of time in our section on resistance, we view the field of 
olfactory studies as having, at least at this moment, porous and blurry boundaries. It 
is fundamentally interdisciplinary, traversing many fields that intersect and overlap. 
We are therefore interested in various methodologies, including the phenomenological 


