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choose a couture scent that 
represents you and you 
alone, created in collaboration 
with client and perfumer. On 
the other end of the spectrum  
he also makes scents for 
everyday living. The creator of 
Jean Paul Gaultier’s enormously 
successful Le Male perfume, 
Kurkjian fuses tradition with 
modernity to create a luxury 

scent not determined by brand or price but 
by details. 

“The beauty of perfume is that it speaks 
at once of the intimate and universal. No 
dictum can be imposed on perfume,” says 
Kurkjian. “Perfume exists for me as part of 
the art of living,” he adds, and indeed Aqua 

Universalis, released in 2009, is a 
fragrance for everyone and everything. 
Matched with a laundry detergent, fabric 
softener and candle, it collapses the 
distinction between high and low 

perfumery and allows one to inhabit the 
world of perfume all day and every day, 
from the mundane to the sublime.

For those seeking out unusual scents 
that are more unconventional and edgy, 
there is Etat Libre d’Orange. We’re used to 
perfume ads selling us the promise of sex 
(remember Opium’s iconic, salacious ad 
with a naked Sophie Dahl overcome by the 
orgasmic power of the perfume?), but this 
small perfume house has taken it a step 
further. Carving out a niche for itself by 

creating experimental essences, the 
boutique brand has created scents 

that will leave you quite literally 
smelling like sex. With names like 

Don’t Get Me Wrong Baby and 
Secretions Magnifique (with 
notes of blood, sweat, sperm 

and saliva—all synthetic, of course), 
Etat Libre d’Orange defies perfume 
conventions, and proves that perfumes do 
not necessarily have to smell nice. We have 

long come to accept the animally smells 
of civet and musk, and now Etat Libre 

is helping us appreciate those 
smells that originate from our 

own bodies.
This certainly proves 

that perfume has come a 
long way, bottling the scents 

and memories that reflect our life 
experiences. With over 30,000 
perfumes on the market today, and 
600 new perfumes released every 
year, it would be a difficult feat indeed 
not to find a scent that specifically 
reflects you. ■

Guerlain
Shalimar was one 
of the first oriental 
fragrances that 
Guerlain created. 
In 2009, Idylle, a 
floral fragrance 
was released, 
followed by Flora 
Nymphea in 2010. 

Chanel
Chanel No. 
5 still stands 
as one of the 
most iconic 
historical 
perfumes.

ingredients in more efficient ways.  Guerlain, 
which began five generations ago, is 
credited with creating not only the first-ever 
oriental perfume, Jicky, back in 1889, but 
also the first highly concentrated perfume—
the antecedent to modern fragrances. 
Cementing its reputation as one of the 
foremost perfume houses in the world, 
it continued to lead the way with L’Heure 
Bleue (named after twilight) in 1912 and 
the notable and iconic orientals, Shalimar 
and Samsara, evoking incense of exotic 
lands. Today, the house of Guerlain in 
Paris remains a de rigueur visit for any 
perfume lover, offering over 750 essences 
to choose from.

Of course it is Chanel No. 5 that 
springs to mind at the mention of iconic 
historical perfumes. Created in 1921  
by perfumier Ernest Beaux, No. 5 
revolutionised the art of perfume and was 
the first to incorporate aldehydes and 
synthetic ingredients, giving greater range 
and depth to a scent rather than trying to 
mimic the smell of a garden bouquet. “I 
want to give women an artificial perfume…
something that has been made,” said Coco 
upon the release of No. 5. The result was a 
perfume that would go on to outsell every 
other fragrance, famously worn to bed by 
sex symbol Marilyn Monroe and 
becoming the aromatic equivalent of 
the little black dress. It's the scent 
staple in almost every woman’s 
wardrobe, with marketing that has 
guaranteed universal appeal.

For those who want to break away 
from the already popular classics, 
niche perfumes and artisanal scents 
have started making inroads into the 
perfume industry in the past 
decade. Led by Francis 
Kurkjian, Editions de Parfums 
by Frederic Malle, Etat Libre 
d’Orange and big luxury brands 
Hermès with its Hermessence 
collection and Chanel with its 
Les Exclusifs collection of 12 
perfumes, these houses and 
brands illustrate the rise of perfume 
as art for art’s sake, releasing an 
exclusive wardrobe of scents that 
speak for themselves. With no 
advertising and very limited 
production, these little bottled 
luxuries are signalling a new 
direction—the anti-commoditisation of 
perfume, catering to those seeking 
out exclusivity and rarity.

Bespoke perfumers like Francis 
Kurkjian offer the opportunity to 

cent has the power to evoke 
countless memories, taking us 
down a Proustian olfactory 
journey of time—restoring 
memories of an old love, a 
childhood experience, lifting 

our spirits or perhaps sending us into 
nostalgia and longing, reigniting that heady, 
giddy feeling of lust and passion. The right 
scent can transform a mousy wallflower 
into a libidinous, sensual vixen, or lend one 
mystery or charm.

The past several decades have 
presented us with a cornucopia of scents 
that have come to represent our personal 
stories and have also been emblematic of 
the times in which they were created. Who 
can forget Christian Dior’s Poison, a 
fragrance so redolent of the ’80s, a decade 
of power suits, shoulder pads and “greed is 
good,” when fragrance too lost all subtlety? 
Or Obsession by Calvin Klein, with its 
memorable campaign of a young, willowy 
and naked Kate Moss—the symbol of 
androgyny and the grungy ’90s? Then 
there was the wildly successful Angel by 
Thierry Mugler, with its saccharine notes of 
vanilla and caramel, evoking a time of 
childhood innocence—the perfect antidote 
for a period riddled with economic crisis 
and post-Cold War political-regime change. 
Mirroring our insatiable fascination with 
fame, the past decade has given rise to 
dozens of celebrity-scent Christmas- 
stocking fillers, from JLo in 2002 to Sarah 
Jessica Parker, the Beckhams, Britney, 
Kylie and Kate Moss. If you can’t look like 
your favourite celebrity icons, then maybe 
you can smell like them instead.

Although perfume as an art has been 
around since the ancient Greeks, modern 
perfume as we know it is really a product  
of the past 100 years, when scientific 
discoveries made it possible to produce 
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Diana d’arenberg takes us on a whirlwind tour of the most iconic 
fragrances of the century, from their origins to the modern day

“The beauty of perfume is that 
it speaks at once of the intimate 
and universal. no dictum can 

be imposed on perfume.”

Calvin Klein
With a naked Kate Moss 
in the ad for Obsession, 
Calvin Klein's fragrance 
came to symbolise
the ’90s.
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