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Chanel was the first to bring together the 
woman, the dress and the perfume under a 
single spell,” wrote a reporter in the 1920s. 

The scope of Coco Chanel’s fashion innovations is 
impressive - among them jersey and tweed, the shirt-
dress and cardigan, the little black dress and pleated 
skirt, the raincoat and fur-lined coat, the gold-but-
toned blazer and padded shoulders. And who else 
could have persuaded women to wear trousers and 
sport a suntan?

“She was extraordinary,” wrote Diana Vreeland, 
American Vogue’s brilliant, imperious editor-in-
chief. “The alertness of the woman! The charm. She 
was mesmerising, strange, alarming, witty ... you 
can’t compare anyone with Chanel. They haven’t got 
the chien! Or the chic.” 1

The story of Gabrielle Chanel is difficult to tell 
because she hid so much. Perhaps, by ignoring the 
facts of her early life, she dulled the pain. Chanel 

“ seems so much a part of our lives that it is hard to 
believe she was born in 1883. Abandoned by her fa-
ther a few weeks after her mother’s death, she was 
raised from the age of twelve by nuns in a provincial 
orphanage.

Shortly after her eighteenth birthday, the young 
Chanel was accepted as a charity student at a con-
vent boarding school in Moulins. At twenty, she was 
taken on as a clerk in a hosiery shop. It was then that 
Chanel acquired the nickname of Coco. Tempted 
briefly by a stage career, she chose two songs for her 
debut at Moulins’ La Rotonde café-concert hall: Ko 
Ko Ri Ko and Qui qu’a vu Coco, an amusing ballad 
about a lost dog. Calling for an encore, her audience 
would chant ‘Coco’.

At the turn of the century, Moulins was home to 
a cavalry regiment. The lieutenants vied for the at-
tentions of ‘la petite Coco’, but it was a young officer, 
Étienne Balsan, who wooed her. Balsan came from 

Mademoiselle Chanel by Hoyningen Huene 1935
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a wealthy, distinguished bourgeois 
family and, by the time his tour of 
duty finished, he had persuaded 
Chanel to live with him. A noted 
equestrian and horse breeder, 
Balsan travelled around the race-
tracks of France with Chanel at his 
side.

“By 1909 Gabrielle Chanel had 
developed into this beauty with the 
heavy, dark hair, the small, turned-
up nose, the marvellous profile, a 
young woman who was just now 
beginning to make a name for her-
self,” wrote Edmonde Charles-Roux 
in Chanel and Her World. “She 
sits straight, as she would all her 
life, perched on every chair as if on 
horseback, or as if by wearing an 
easier, more fluid dress than those of her contempo-
raries, she had already become convinced that being fit 
counted for more than a corset. This was radical, her 
idea of a body. She was four years ahead of her time.” 2

The legend had started. “All those ladies wanted 
to know who made my clothes, and especially who 
made my hats,” she told journalist Paul Morand. 3 

Bored, Chanel started to think seriously about a mil-
linery career.

Her great love affair with Arthur ‘Boy’ Capel, 
an English friend of Balsan, began around this time. 
He encouraged Chanel’s ambitions and gave her the 
use of his small Paris apartment as a workroom. She 
bought simple hats from department stores and re-
modelled them. Slowly, Chanel’s business grew. With 
Capel’s backing, Chanel opened a 
small shop on the mezzanine level 
of 21, rue Cambon, a street that 
would thereafter be associated 
with her name. At the entrance, a 
plaque read: ‘Chanel Modes’.

When Comédie Illustrée fea-
tured one of her hats on their 
front cover in February 1911, 
Chanel’s career took off. The next 
year, Le Journal des Modes, the au-
thoritative fashion ‘bible’, devoted 
a major feature to Chanel’s milli-
nery. There was no looking back.

Encouraged and financed by 
Capel, Chanel opened her first 
hat boutique in Deauville. When 
her customers admired the sweat-
ers and jackets she had designed 

for herself, she added them to 
the range. Next came the famous 
marinière or sailor blouse. In an 
age of fussy clothes, the radical 
simplicity of her wardrobe made 
her stand out.

1916 was the year Chanel rev-
olutionised fashion. Searching for 
a machine-made fabric with the 
supple, comfortable feel of knit-
ting, she discovered jersey. Long 
dismissed as cheap and unusable 
because it pulled and snagged so 
easily, the fabric had the fluid, 
comfortable feel Chanel wanted.

Despite her growing fame, 
the years following the Great War 
were a painful period for Chanel. 
In 1918, around the time she in-

troduced the cardigan and the knit ensemble, Capel 
left her to marry an English aristocrat. Chanel was 
devastated. Not long after, Capel died in a car ac-
cident. “I lost everything when I lost Capel,” she 
would tell Morand twenty-five years later. “He left in 
me a void that the years have not fulfilled.”

To soothe the pain, she toyed with a man eleven 
years her junior, the Grand Duke Dmitri Pavlovich 
of Russia, a grandson of Czar Alexander II. “He 
was more interested in fishing and shooting - like all 
Russian men - but he was a beauty!” said Vreeland. 4

Around this time, Chanel met the woman who 
was to become her closest friend. A favourite model 
of Vuillard, Bonnard, Toulouse-Lautrec and Cocteau, 
Misia Sert was married to the Catalan painter, Josep 

Maria Sert, who later painted the 
murals in New York’s Rockefeller 
Center. Misia was a friend and 
muse to some of the greatest art-
ists of her time.

In 1919, Chanel registered 
the name Eau de Chanel, to pro-
tect her perfumery trademark. 
This was more precautionary than 
preparatory, as she remained hesi-
tant about releasing a perfume.

Chanel and Pavlovich spent 
the summer of 1920 with the Serts 
at the Hotel Carlton in Cannes 
where Misia says she gave Chanel 
the idea for a perfume while read-
ing aloud from a newspaper ar-
ticle. The story described how the 
scent of a fragrance had led to the 

Coco Chanel and ‘Boy’ Capel

Sem’s 1913 caricature  
of Coco Chanel dancing with ‘Boy’ Capel  

in ‘Tangoville sur mer’ 
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capture of a notorious murderer, the ‘Bluebeard of 
Paris’. On an impulse, she said to Chanel, “Don’t you 
think that a perfume is a good idea, at any time, no 
matter what happens?”

The official history of Parfums Chanel credits 
Pavlovich with the idea. “The evidence indicates that 
it was the young Grand Duke who first proposed the 
idea of a perfume to Mlle Chanel,” says former cura-
tor Pierre Buntz.

Whoever was responsible, the idea turned into 
reality when Chanel encountered an acquaintance, 
Jean-Paul Pléneau, a former Antarctic explorer who 
managed Parfums Rallet, in Cannes.

“Coco Chanel knew Pléneau well,” said per-
fumer Henri Robert, creator of Pour Monsieur (1955) 
and No 19 (1971). “Upon meeting her on the Côte 
d’Azur, he tried to persuade her to launch a per-
fume. She was frankly hostile to the idea, but agreed 
to visit the Rallet factory.” 5

During that first visit, according to Robert, 
Chanel made a scene and told Pléneau, “I’m a cou-
turier, not a perfumer, and I disapprove of every-
thing perfumers do.” Pléneau remained undaunted, 
says Robert. “In the fragrance laboratory, she was 
seduced by the innumerable bottles of rare essences 
presented to her by the perfumer, Ernest Beaux, who 
explained to her how, by mixing judiciously these 
different elements, he could make a perfume.” 6

Born in Moscow, Beaux had trained as a per-
fumer at A. Rallet & Compagnie, a Russian sub-
sidiary of the Établissements Antoine Chiris of 
Grasse. “Founded in 1842, Rallet was acquired 
by my great-grandfather, Léon Chiris, in 1889,” 

says Yves de Chiris. “By the turn of the century, 
Rallet was the largest manufacturer of perfumes, 
cosmetics and toilet soaps in Russia, employing 
over one thousand six hundred people in the 
Moscow factory alone. It distributed perfumes for 
Coty and other Houses, and exported to Asia and 
the Middle East. When it was nationalised by the 
Bolsheviks in 1917, my great-grandfather repa-
triated Ernest Beaux and his team of perfumers 
to France. He established a new Rallet factory for 
them in La Bocca, Cannes.”

Soon Rallet became France’s largest soap works, 
with a state-of-the-art fragrance laboratory, Chiris ex-
plains. “Apart from selling a range of finished prod-
ucts on the French market, my grandfather occupied 
Rallet’s perfumery team with assisting Houses such 
as Coty and Guerlain, as well as helping couturiers 
create their own unique fragrances.”

Beaux seldom spoke publicly of his collabora-
tion with Chanel. In one of his rare speeches, he 
outlined how Chanel had chosen her early perfumes 
from a selection of fragrances he had created be-
tween 1919 and 1920: “Mlle Chanel, who had a cou-
ture House much in vogue, requested of me several 
perfumes. I went to present her with my creations – 
two series: 1 to 5 and 20 to 24. From these she chose 
several.” They were numbers 20, 21, 22 and, most 
famously, number 5. “For the one labelled Number 
5, I asked ‘What name should be given to it?’ Mlle 
Chanel replied, ‘I present my dress collection on the 
5th of May, the fifth month of the year; so we’ll leave 
the number with which it’s labelled, and this number 
5 will bring it good luck.’ ” 7

Mademoiselle Chanel 
by Horst 1937
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“The creation of N° 5 was an adven-
ture that resulted in the rise of an ex-
ceptional man and a radical change to 
perfume composition,” said perfumer 
Omer Arif, who apprenticed under 
Ernest Beaux. 8 Author Ludovic Bron 
went further: “In the realm of perfum-
ery, it was a sort of French Revolution.” 9

The story of N° 5 began during the 
First World War when Ernest Beaux left 
Rallet in Moscow to enlist in the French 
Armed Forces. He was appointed lieu-
tenant of the Counterintelligence Corps 
of the Supreme Commander of the 
Entente Powers and served in the North 
Russia Intervention. His unit attended 
to military espionage while policing the 
civilian population. In Murmansk in 
the summer of 1918, Beaux was struck 
by the fresh fragrance of the region’s rivers and lakes 
under the midnight sun. It was a smell he would 
never forget.

After transferring to Archangel, Beaux was as-
signed to the internment camp for Bolshevik prison-
ers of war on Mudyug Island. What he experienced 
there would affect him forever. By the time he re-
turned to France in 1919, he was a war hero broken 
by five years’ service. 

“The Russian Revolution robbed Beaux of his 
position and property,” explained his assistant per-
fumer, Constantin Weriguine, creator of Mais Oui 
(1938). “Bravely, he started again from zero. He re-
covered his work at Rallet, which had been relocated 
to La Bocca in Cannes.” 10 There, Beaux began com-
posing new perfumes for a modern era, creations 
inspired, in part, by his wartime travels.

As to the development of N° 5, 
he would later write, “At what 
time did I create it? Exactly in 
1920. Upon my return from 
the war. I had been sent to 
spend a part of the cam-
paign in a northern region 
of Europe above the Arctic 
Circle at the time of the mid-
night sun when the lakes and 
rivers release a perfume of ex-
treme freshness. I retained that note 

and replicated it, not without some dif-
ficulty, as the first aldehydes I could 
find were unstable and of irregular pro-
duction.” 11

Aldehydes, which Beaux felt would 
impart the freshness he had in mind, 
had first become available in 1903. 
That year, Darzens synthesised C-12 
MNA, and Blaise isolated the series 
of C-8, C-9, C-10, C-11 undecylic and 
C-12 lauric aliphatic aldehydes. “They 
remained unexploited for years,” said 
perfumer Guy Robert, “because the un-
even aldehydes, C-9 and C-11, found 
naturally in rose oil, had the waxy, burnt 
smell of a snuffed candle. The even-
numbered aldehydes, C-8, C-10 and 
C-12 lauric, are found in citrus peel, 
but their clean scent seemed metallic to 

the early perfumers. Used correctly, however, they 
enhance the impact of other materials.

“There were low levels of C-12 MNA in a num-
ber of Rosine perfumes made before 1921: Avenue 
du Bois (1912), Aladin (1919), Antinéa (1919) and Sa 
Chambre (1920),” said Robert. “C-12 lauric was pre-
sent in Houbigant’s Quelques Fleurs (1912), whose suc-
cess and modernity intrigued not only Ernest Beaux 
but also the three Chiris perfumers with whom he 
was working: Vincent Roubert, Henri Alméras and 
my uncle, Henri Robert. I am convinced that all four 
were working together on very similar ideas. They 
had certainly been working on the directions sug-
gested by Quelques Fleurs, because its innovative lilac 
accord, allied with the note of the aldehyde, made 
the perfume feel so modern.”

Beaux tried to layer these strong synthetics 
onto a floral accord typical of the Belle 

Époque. “As he told me, he mixed 
them into a base he had made 

in the style of Le Parfum Idéal 
(1900) by Houbigant,” said 
perfumer Ernest Shiftan. 
“He blended the classical 
Idéal formula with alde-

hydes and achieved the new 
effect of No 5.” 12 

Beaux greatly admired Le 
Parfum Idéal’s abstract bouquet of 

The PerFume
Created by Ernest Beaux of Parfums Rallet, owned by the Établissements Antoine Chiris,  

now incorporated into Givaudan

Perfumer Ernest Beaux, 1915
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jasmine, rose and ylang-
ylang over patchouli, 
sandalwood and vetiver, 
a mix of rich naturals 
and novel synthetics. Its 
creator was Paul Parquet, 
whom Beaux called “the 
greatest perfumer of his 
time”. 13 “The only per-
fumer he really bowed 
down to was Parquet,” 
confirmed Weriguine. 
14  “Le Parfum Idéal was 
perhaps an inspiration,” 
says perfumer Jean 
Kerléo, co-founder of the Osmothèque, “but from 
there, Beaux created something that is entirely his 
own.”

Beaux chose his materials carefully. “Certain 
Houses in Grasse, above all Eugène Charabot, 
greatly contributed to the note I desired, in giving 
me decolourised super-absolutes,” he explained. 15 
Charabot, at the firm Hugues Aîné, supplied Beaux 
with his key ingredients, produced according to his 
personal requirements. His central accord was built 
around jasmine, Grasse’s noblest material. “Beaux 
considered that good jasmine absolute was that char-
acterised by a fleeting but clear note of blackcurrant 
bud,” Weriguine remembered. 16 

To his jasmine, Beaux added May rose, his fa-
vourite flower, complemented by other rose notes. 
“In the first formula for No 5, there’s a house base 
called Rose Rallet, which was an excellent synthetic 
product,” explained Yves Roubert, whose father, 
Vincent Roubert, was Beaux’s successor at Rallet 
and, briefly, Chanel’s second perfumer. 

Beaux also used a 
rose oil from Bottu Mitow, 
the most important dis-
tillery in Bulgaria’s Rose 
Valley. “It’s the only rose 
oil that has a raspberry 
note in the top,” Beaux 
specified. 17 “I find it 
magnificent, even though 
I’m convinced that this 
rascal Bottu cuts it with 
something. Every time I 
speak to him about it, he 
plays deaf. Thankfully so, 
actually, as go figure that, 
if he had in mind to pu-
rify his mixture, it would 

be a catastrophe for N° 5. 
It works so well as it is!” 18

“Beaux was a great 
connoisseur of ylang-
ylang, and knew where 
to buy the best quali-
ties,” Guy Robert re-
called. Beaux’s favourite 
variety came from the 
Philippines; “my ines-
timable Manila ylang”, 
he called it. The mate-
rial was extremely rare 
and impossible to ac-
quire pure in the years 

following the First World War. Its producers, mostly 
German, had relinquished their supplies to the 
United States Alien Property Custodian, while their 
groves had been razed to create housing for war 
workers. After 1918, A. G. Siebrand Siegert contin-
ued to distil meagre quantities of Manila ylang-ylang 
for the American firm Ungerer, who subsequently cut 
the oil with other materials to create a base, called 
Oil Ylang Ylang Siegert. Beaux used this special ylang-
ylang note to lend an intensely floral departure to 
his accord of jasmine and rose.

He further added a variety of naturals and syn-
thetics, “most of which, I’m sure, came from Antoine 
Chiris,” says Chiris, “as they were Rallet’s owner and 
main supplier.” Special qualities of Calabrian ber-
gamot, Florentine iris, French oakmoss, East Indian 
sandalwood and Bourbon vetiver filled out the fra-
grance, while infusions of ambergris, civet, vanilla 
and musk lent stability and sensuality. “Beaux felt 
that good quality musk was that which smelt of the 
Russian chernozem [black soil] after the snowmelt,” 

Weriguine chuckled. 19

“From my friend, 
Léon Givaudan, who cre-
ated his worldwide syn-
thetics business, I found 
support and new roads 
that helped me in my 
research, thanks to his 
discovery of new sub-
stances,” Beaux said. 20 
According to Guy Robert, 
Givaudan perfumer 
Marius Reboul made 
Beaux an excellent lily of 
the valley base. “Called 
Muguet 16, it was more 
of an abstract floral note 

Jasmine is so light it takes an hour to gather about five to 
six hundred flowers. Some six million flowers are needed 

to obtain one kilo of jasmine absolute

Ernest Beaux’s laboratory at Parfumerie Rallet
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“The creation of N° 5 was an adven-
ture that resulted in the rise of an ex-
ceptional man and a radical change to 
perfume composition,” said perfumer 
Omer Arif, who apprenticed under 
Ernest Beaux. 8 Author Ludovic Bron 
went further: “In the realm of perfum-
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and replicated it, not without some dif-
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remained unexploited for years,” said 
perfumer Guy Robert, “because the un-
even aldehydes, C-9 and C-11, found 
naturally in rose oil, had the waxy, burnt 
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cess and modernity intrigued not only Ernest Beaux 
but also the three Chiris perfumers with whom he 
was working: Vincent Roubert, Henri Alméras and 
my uncle, Henri Robert. I am convinced that all four 
were working together on very similar ideas. They 
had certainly been working on the directions sug-
gested by Quelques Fleurs, because its innovative lilac 
accord, allied with the note of the aldehyde, made 
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Beaux tried to layer these strong synthetics 
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Époque. “As he told me, he mixed 
them into a base he had made 

in the style of Le Parfum Idéal 
(1900) by Houbigant,” said 
perfumer Ernest Shiftan. 
“He blended the classical 
Idéal formula with alde-

hydes and achieved the new 
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whom Beaux called “the 
greatest perfumer of his 
time”. 13 “The only per-
fumer he really bowed 
down to was Parquet,” 
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Kerléo, co-founder of the Osmothèque, “but from 
there, Beaux created something that is entirely his 
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Houses in Grasse, above all Eugène Charabot, 
greatly contributed to the note I desired, in giving 
me decolourised super-absolutes,” he explained. 15 
Charabot, at the firm Hugues Aîné, supplied Beaux 
with his key ingredients, produced according to his 
personal requirements. His central accord was built 
around jasmine, Grasse’s noblest material. “Beaux 
considered that good jasmine absolute was that char-
acterised by a fleeting but clear note of blackcurrant 
bud,” Weriguine remembered. 16 
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vourite flower, complemented by other rose notes. 
“In the first formula for No 5, there’s a house base 
called Rose Rallet, which was an excellent synthetic 
product,” explained Yves Roubert, whose father, 
Vincent Roubert, was Beaux’s successor at Rallet 
and, briefly, Chanel’s second perfumer. 

Beaux also used a 
rose oil from Bottu Mitow, 
the most important dis-
tillery in Bulgaria’s Rose 
Valley. “It’s the only rose 
oil that has a raspberry 
note in the top,” Beaux 
specified. 17 “I find it 
magnificent, even though 
I’m convinced that this 
rascal Bottu cuts it with 
something. Every time I 
speak to him about it, he 
plays deaf. Thankfully so, 
actually, as go figure that, 
if he had in mind to pu-
rify his mixture, it would 

be a catastrophe for N° 5. 
It works so well as it is!” 18

“Beaux was a great 
connoisseur of ylang-
ylang, and knew where 
to buy the best quali-
ties,” Guy Robert re-
called. Beaux’s favourite 
variety came from the 
Philippines; “my ines-
timable Manila ylang”, 
he called it. The mate-
rial was extremely rare 
and impossible to ac-
quire pure in the years 

following the First World War. Its producers, mostly 
German, had relinquished their supplies to the 
United States Alien Property Custodian, while their 
groves had been razed to create housing for war 
workers. After 1918, A. G. Siebrand Siegert contin-
ued to distil meagre quantities of Manila ylang-ylang 
for the American firm Ungerer, who subsequently cut 
the oil with other materials to create a base, called 
Oil Ylang Ylang Siegert. Beaux used this special ylang-
ylang note to lend an intensely floral departure to 
his accord of jasmine and rose.

He further added a variety of naturals and syn-
thetics, “most of which, I’m sure, came from Antoine 
Chiris,” says Chiris, “as they were Rallet’s owner and 
main supplier.” Special qualities of Calabrian ber-
gamot, Florentine iris, French oakmoss, East Indian 
sandalwood and Bourbon vetiver filled out the fra-
grance, while infusions of ambergris, civet, vanilla 
and musk lent stability and sensuality. “Beaux felt 
that good quality musk was that which smelt of the 
Russian chernozem [black soil] after the snowmelt,” 

Weriguine chuckled. 19

“From my friend, 
Léon Givaudan, who cre-
ated his worldwide syn-
thetics business, I found 
support and new roads 
that helped me in my 
research, thanks to his 
discovery of new sub-
stances,” Beaux said. 20 
According to Guy Robert, 
Givaudan perfumer 
Marius Reboul made 
Beaux an excellent lily of 
the valley base. “Called 
Muguet 16, it was more 
of an abstract floral note 

Jasmine is so light it takes an hour to gather about five to 
six hundred flowers. Some six million flowers are needed 

to obtain one kilo of jasmine absolute
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than an actual imitation of the flower.” Another spe-
ciality product, Naef ’s Iralia, lent Beaux’s accord 
an undertone of violet, blending with the iris and 
woody notes. And, as in many of his creations, a trace 
of earthy patchouli finished the fragrance.

His floral accord assembled, Beaux began his 
trials with aldehydes, which he acquired in a special 
stabilised form from the chemist and musical com-
poser Albert Verley. “The difficulties to surmount 
were incessant,” Arif recounted, “as we can under-
stand if we’ve ever worked with aliphatic aldehydes. 
Their dosage is always a problem. Their behaviour 
and olfactory complexities are such that even the 
most experienced among us often suffer disagree-
able surprises when using them.” 21 Finally, Beaux 
settled upon a combination of aldehydes C-10, C-12 
lauric and C-11 undecylic, the latter being an es-
pecially refined material sold exclusively by Verley. 
Beaux dosed this aldehydic cocktail at a level of 
around 1 per cent of the total perfume.

“I thought I’d foreseen everything,” Beaux later 
told Omer Arif, “the ingredients’ behaviour and their 
olfactory output. To my great despair, everything 
would crack at the last moment and it all needed re-

doing. Thank God I had, all the same, several loyal 
servitors at my devotion; my roses, my jasmines, my 
inestimable Manila ylang and my dear bases…with 
them, I juggled long and hard, but I juggled to the 
finish.” 22

Beaux professed that any original material, 
however difficult, could be made agreeable if prop-
erly adorned. It was a philosophy he had inherited 
from his mentor and predecessor at Rallet, Auguste 
Lemercier. “Everything about him was original, even 
his lifestyle and wardrobe,” Beaux said of Lemercier. 
“He was a great researcher who never followed the 
old school. Already, he had understood that chem-
ists and raw material producers would bring new ele-
ments to perfumery, enabling greater creativity.” 23

“In his choice of chemical products, Beaux 
avoided as much as possible those that were favoured 
by other perfumers,” said Weriguine. “Instead, 
he dared to use synthetic products of great inten-
sity, whose smells were hardly pleasant, so long as 
they were original. He believed that any distinctive 
product could be completed, wrapped and trans-
formed into an agreeable composition by adding a 
large quantity of expensive natural essences and fine 

Head notes Fresh flowery

Floral

Woody

Heart notes

Soul notes

Ylang-ylang
bergamot

cassie
aldehydes

Jasmine
rose
violet

lily of the 
valley

carnation

Sandalwood
vetiver
musk
civet

oakmoss

‘N° 5 takes flight on the floral top notes of ylang-ylang from the Comores.  
It develops on mellow notes of jasmine from Grasse, and a woody base of Bourbon vetiver.’ 

Chanel
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aromatic bases.” 24 “Beaux’s success is owed to the 
massive dose of noble essences that he added to his 
aldehydic accord, thereby obtaining a perfectly bal-
anced note,” Arif confirmed. 25  “What’s so remark-
able about N° 5 is its simplicity,” observes former 
Chanel perfumer Yves Tanguy. “The formula is just 
a little over thirty lines, but its effect is unique.”

“Ernest Beaux, in an atmosphere like that of the 
twenties, must have harboured doubts as to the ap-
propriateness of his ideas. How much did he fear the 
possibility of failure?” Arif wondered. 26 Beaux felt 
stifled by his superiors, Jean-Paul Pléneau, Ernest 
Carnot and François Carnot (both brothers-in-law 
of Georges Chiris), who showed little support. “The 
permanent hostility, the total absence of understand-
ing from his hidebound entourage can only have 
accentuated his worries,” Arif continued. “Even so, 
his realism encouraged him to persevere. N° 5 dif-
fered so fundamentally from all existing perfumes, 
its scent developed in such an unusual manner, that 
Beaux finished by admitting that he had revolution-
ised perfumery.” 27

When studied in detail, N° 5’s construction 
seems so very elaborate. Yet when smelt, it appears 
effortless and uniform. That was Beaux’s genius, in 
the opinion of perfume critic Luca Turin. “Alone 
among fragrances known to me, it gives the irresist-
ible impression of a smooth, continuously curved, 
gold-coloured volume that stretches deliciously, like 
a sleepy panther, from top note to drydown. Yes, it 
contains rose, jasmine and 
aldehydes, in the same way 
that a perfect body has 
legs and arms. But I defy 
all who smell this to keep 
enough wits about them to 
worry about the parts.”  28

When a year later Beaux showed Chanel the 
new perfume, she quickly realised its potential. 
“Ultimately, credit goes to Mlle Chanel,” Arif said, 
“for having dared assume responsibility for launch-
ing such a novelty, and Beaux congratulated himself 
because he knew he was taking part in a great turn-
ing point in perfumery.” 29

Such a revolutionary perfume was bound to in-
spire myth. Various fictitious accounts as to N° 5’s cre-
ation have permeated the industry. The most famous 
of these appeared in Mademoiselle Chanel, a tell-all 
biography published by the tabloid Paris Match and 
released several months after Chanel’s death. The 
book, riddled with factual errors, was written by Paris 
Match’s secretary general Pierre Galante, who never 
interviewed Chanel about her life story, but claimed 
to have amassed “hundreds of eyewitness accounts” 
in the few months it took him to pen the manuscript. 
Galante wrote that Chanel influenced Beaux in his 
composition of N° 5, though all evidence indicates 
that the perfume was finished before they met.

Chanel’s genius applied itself, not to the per-
fume’s composition, but to its naming – “Number five, 
my lucky number.” It was in stark contrast to the lavish 
perfume names of the time: Un Air Embaumé (1912), 
Fantôme d’Orient (1919) or L’Amour dans le Cœur (1920).

The origin of her lucky number is uncertain. 
Some say it was a number repeated in a mosaic on 
the floor of the orphanage. Others that it was the 
number of the horse that gave Chanel her first win at 

the races. Whatever its ori-
gin, Chanel grew to believe 
so strongly in the power of 
her magic number that she 
would wait each year until 
the fifth day of the fifth 
month to present her sum-
mer collection.

To his jasmine, Beaux added 
May rose, his favourite flower
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an undertone of violet, blending with the iris and 
woody notes. And, as in many of his creations, a trace 
of earthy patchouli finished the fragrance.

His floral accord assembled, Beaux began his 
trials with aldehydes, which he acquired in a special 
stabilised form from the chemist and musical com-
poser Albert Verley. “The difficulties to surmount 
were incessant,” Arif recounted, “as we can under-
stand if we’ve ever worked with aliphatic aldehydes. 
Their dosage is always a problem. Their behaviour 
and olfactory complexities are such that even the 
most experienced among us often suffer disagree-
able surprises when using them.” 21 Finally, Beaux 
settled upon a combination of aldehydes C-10, C-12 
lauric and C-11 undecylic, the latter being an es-
pecially refined material sold exclusively by Verley. 
Beaux dosed this aldehydic cocktail at a level of 
around 1 per cent of the total perfume.

“I thought I’d foreseen everything,” Beaux later 
told Omer Arif, “the ingredients’ behaviour and their 
olfactory output. To my great despair, everything 
would crack at the last moment and it all needed re-

doing. Thank God I had, all the same, several loyal 
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them, I juggled long and hard, but I juggled to the 
finish.” 22

Beaux professed that any original material, 
however difficult, could be made agreeable if prop-
erly adorned. It was a philosophy he had inherited 
from his mentor and predecessor at Rallet, Auguste 
Lemercier. “Everything about him was original, even 
his lifestyle and wardrobe,” Beaux said of Lemercier. 
“He was a great researcher who never followed the 
old school. Already, he had understood that chem-
ists and raw material producers would bring new ele-
ments to perfumery, enabling greater creativity.” 23

“In his choice of chemical products, Beaux 
avoided as much as possible those that were favoured 
by other perfumers,” said Weriguine. “Instead, 
he dared to use synthetic products of great inten-
sity, whose smells were hardly pleasant, so long as 
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aromatic bases.” 24 “Beaux’s success is owed to the 
massive dose of noble essences that he added to his 
aldehydic accord, thereby obtaining a perfectly bal-
anced note,” Arif confirmed. 25  “What’s so remark-
able about N° 5 is its simplicity,” observes former 
Chanel perfumer Yves Tanguy. “The formula is just 
a little over thirty lines, but its effect is unique.”

“Ernest Beaux, in an atmosphere like that of the 
twenties, must have harboured doubts as to the ap-
propriateness of his ideas. How much did he fear the 
possibility of failure?” Arif wondered. 26 Beaux felt 
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Carnot and François Carnot (both brothers-in-law 
of Georges Chiris), who showed little support. “The 
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accentuated his worries,” Arif continued. “Even so, 
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Beaux finished by admitting that he had revolution-
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seems so very elaborate. Yet when smelt, it appears 
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a sleepy panther, from top note to drydown. Yes, it 
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aldehydes, in the same way 
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legs and arms. But I defy 
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enough wits about them to 
worry about the parts.”  28

When a year later Beaux showed Chanel the 
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“Ultimately, credit goes to Mlle Chanel,” Arif said, 
“for having dared assume responsibility for launch-
ing such a novelty, and Beaux congratulated himself 
because he knew he was taking part in a great turn-
ing point in perfumery.” 29

Such a revolutionary perfume was bound to in-
spire myth. Various fictitious accounts as to N° 5’s cre-
ation have permeated the industry. The most famous 
of these appeared in Mademoiselle Chanel, a tell-all 
biography published by the tabloid Paris Match and 
released several months after Chanel’s death. The 
book, riddled with factual errors, was written by Paris 
Match’s secretary general Pierre Galante, who never 
interviewed Chanel about her life story, but claimed 
to have amassed “hundreds of eyewitness accounts” 
in the few months it took him to pen the manuscript. 
Galante wrote that Chanel influenced Beaux in his 
composition of N° 5, though all evidence indicates 
that the perfume was finished before they met.

Chanel’s genius applied itself, not to the per-
fume’s composition, but to its naming – “Number five, 
my lucky number.” It was in stark contrast to the lavish 
perfume names of the time: Un Air Embaumé (1912), 
Fantôme d’Orient (1919) or L’Amour dans le Cœur (1920).

The origin of her lucky number is uncertain. 
Some say it was a number repeated in a mosaic on 
the floor of the orphanage. Others that it was the 
number of the horse that gave Chanel her first win at 
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so strongly in the power of 
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Certain of her selection, 
Chanel moved to introduce her 
creations. Money was no longer 
a restraining force. Her business 
was successful, and Capel had left 
her forty thousand pounds in his 
will, equivalent to well over one 
and a half million dollars today.

The bottle Chanel chose for 
her fragrances provided a contrast 
to the elaborate presentations that 
were common after 1910. Her in-
structions to Pléneau were clear: 
“I want everything in the perfume, 
nothing in the presentation,” were 
her words, according to Henri 
Robert. “A simple bottle, nothing 
misleading. The simplest of la-
bels and caskets,” she continued. 
“This simple bottle was in crys-
tal,” Robert specified, “its stopper 

ground with emery, of course.” 30

Nothing more is known of 
the original bottle that Chanel 
chose. However, it is certain that, 

as of May 1923, she was using a 
stock bottle known as the flacon 
forme 533, designed by Isidore 
Bleichner of Cristallerie de Saint-
Louis. In July of that year, Chanel 
registered four bottles: the Saint-
Louis model and three simpler 
versions.

The launch date of N° 5 has 
long been recorded as 1921, but 
there is no firm evidence to sup-
port that claim. According to Yves 
Roubert, the original formulae 
were completed in March 1922. 
Weriguine confirms that date. 
It is possible, then, that N° 5 was 
launched in 1922 rather than 

The BoTTle
Original design by Isidore Bleichner of Cristallerie de Saint-Louis

Later adapted by Verreries Brosse, later modified by Jean Helleu, then Jacques Helleu, his son 

A technical drawing prepared for Chanel by Cristallerie de Saint-Louis,  
detailing the various sizes of their flacon forme 533 standard bottle that was used for Chanel perfumes in 1923

“Marilyn, what do you wear to bed?”
“I only wear Chanel No 5.”
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1921, alongside six other per-
fumes of Chanel’s choosing. 
“In addition to N° 5, I had cre-
ated N° 22 and a whole series 
of different perfumes,” Beaux 
explained. 31 These were N° 20, 
N° 21, N° 22, Ambre, Ambre Gris 
and Rose, which appear to 
have been released concur-
rently with N° 5.

THE LEGEND
Just how Chanel introduced her perfume col-

lection is uncertain. Galante wrote that the couturier 
gifted N° 5 to her best clients before deciding to sell 
it – a plausible story, though it ignores the existence 
of the six other perfumes. 

In any case, with time, N° 5 distinguished itself 
as the jewel of the collection. According to perfumer 
Edmond Roudnitska, “it was a revolution in perfum-
ery, due to its newness and the strength of its top 
notes, alongside the suavity of its base, and its tenac-
ity. It launched the era of aldehydic perfumes, a term 
that came to be employed by the feminine public. 
Elegant Parisiennes wanted nothing but ‘aldehydic’ 
perfumes, without understanding the actual mean-
ing of the word. For them, these perfumes produced 
the same effect as ‘le Cinq de Chanel’.” 32

Jacques Polge, formerly Chanel’s head per-
fumer, points out that Chanel was not the first de-
signer to sell perfume: “Paul Poiret was the first 
to have that brilliant idea in 1911, but he lacked 
Chanel’s shrewd sense of timing and strategy.” Poiret 
released perfumes of breathtaking originality, but 
sold them exclusively in his boutiques and annexes, 
greatly limiting his distribution. 

Shrewdly, Chanel was prepared for the com-
petition. As early as 1923, she had approached 
Théophile Bader, owner of the elegant depart-
ment store Galeries Lafayette. 
Bader was interested in stocking 
Chanel’s perfumes and told her 
to seek a distribution partner. He 
suggested she meet Pierre and 
Paul Wertheimer, brothers who 
owned the Bourjois fragrance and 
cosmetics company.

“The Wertheimers had their 
factory in Pantin,” explain jour-
nalists Bruno Abescat and Yves 

Stavridès in L’Express magazine. 
“They had an office in New York 
and a web of licenses spun across 
the globe. What is more, these 
sportsmen loved horses. Just like 
Coco. They got along fine, and 
found themselves before a notary, 
in Paris, on April 4, 1924, to found 
Parfums Chanel. The Wertheimer 
clan took seventy per cent of the 
capital. Two of Bader’s representa-

tives, Adolphe Dreyfus and Max Grumbach, got 
twenty per cent. And Coco Chanel was attributed ten 
per cent.” 33

Rallet supplied the concentrate of Chanel’s vari-
ous perfumes until the Wertheimers acquired the right 
to produce them at Bourjois. In 1925, Ernest Beaux 
was asked to join Parfums Chanel as technical director.

Chanel’s perfumes were soon presented in a 
new, simpler bottle manufactured by the Verreries 
Brosse, with either crystal or black stoppers. Four 
years later, Brosse produced for Chanel a close copy 
of the original Saint-Louis bottle. This bottle would 
become No 5’s iconic presentation, subtly modified 
throughout the years. 

Pierre Wertheimer was to be the most influen-
tial man in Chanel’s life. He was discreet enough to 
remain in the background and few people realised 
the role he played in Chanel’s career. “The love of 
money bound them together,” claims Galante. “They 
wanted to escape from one another but realised that 
they needed each other.” 34

“Had Wertheimer not existed, we would have had 
to invent him,” said Chanel’s Swiss lawyer and execu-
tor, echoing Voltaire. “He had the gift of annoying 
Coco. Then her fighting spirit showed itself. Attacking 
Wertheimer gave her an incentive. It may even have 
been at the source of her creative genius.” 35

Their conflict built the success of No 5. “If you 
have one excellent perfume, 
you’ve got all you could possi-
bly want,” Wertheimer told Time 
magazine. 36 And when Marilyn 
Monroe succumbed to the legend 
in 1952, the world fell in love with 
No 5:

“Marilyn, what do you wear to 
bed?”

“I only wear Chanel No 5.” 37

Andy Warhol ‘No 5’ 1985.
One of a portfolio of ten screenprints

N° 5 and N° 22 presentation 1924
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Certain of her selection, 
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The date: October 
21, 1967. The place: 
Washington, D.C. An 

American high school stu-
dent, Jan Rose Kasmir, took 
part in a march protesting 
against the Vietnam War. 
In front of the Pentagon, 
she offered a flower to the 
armed guards.

American photogra-
pher Marc Riboud captured 
the moment in a photo that 
years later inspired FlowerbyKenzo.

Flower power was Kenzo Takada’s signature. 
Strong floral motifs created a kaleidoscope of co-
lours and patterns that epitomised his distinctive 
style, inspired by his Japanese roots and diverse trav-
els. “I came into contact with all sorts of cultures, saw 
traditional clothes, was touched by various colours 
and smells, and met people at ports of call. These 
things all came together later when I began making 
dresses.” 1

At the age of twenty-six, Takada left Tokyo to be-
gin his fashion career in Paris. In 1970, he launched 
the first Jungle Jap boutique in the Galerie Vivienne 
with two fellow graduates of the Bunka Fashion 
College: Atsuko Kondo and Atsuko Ansai. According 
to fashion experts Brenda Polan and Roger Tredre, 
he could not afford the fabrics he wanted, “so he 
bought some at flea markets and went back to Japan 
for some, buying printed cottons and silks, cutting 
them in fresh, simple, youthful styles and mixing 
new and old. This was the genesis of the Kenzo style 
that was to revitalise Paris fashion. In a first collec-
tion that was all about getting the attention of the 
press, he mixed plaids and florals, stripes and checks 
in a way that was reminiscent of how the geishas of 
his childhood layered their many brightly coloured, 

richly printed and embroi-
dered kimonos, unafraid of 
colour clashes or the juxtapo-
sition of patterns that refused 
to speak to each other.” 

In their book, The Great 
Fashion Designers, Polan and 
Tredre attribute many of the 
key fashions of the 1970s to 
Kenzo: “Tunics; Mao collars; 
layered looks; shawls and long, 
lushly patterned jacquard-wo-
ven scarves; Peruvian knits in 

vibrant colours; bobbles; big, big, square-cut jump-
ers; loose waistcoats; kimono-cut sleeves; baggy trou-
sers; ingénue taffeta frocks bedecked with frills and 
flounces and folkloric and peasant looks inspired by 
traditional dress from all over the world.” 2 

King Kong (1978), a short-lived leathery chypre 
by perfumer Ron Winnegrad, was Takada’s first ven-
ture into the world of fragrance. In 1987, he part-
nered with Pierre Broc, a fragrance veteran, to found 
Parfums Kenzo. Kenzo (1988) was launched the fol-
lowing year. 

“Pierre Broc was responsible for great perfumes 
like Ça Sent Beau (1988), Kenzo pour Homme (1991) 
and Parfum d’Été (1992),” says François Bousquet, 
former vice president of fragrance development at 
Firmenich. “Kenzo became an iconic perfume brand 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The House cap-
tured a new feeling of French romance, with a very 
natural inspiration.”

Despite the success of his perfumes, Takada’s 
fashion impact began to falter, Polan and Tredre ex-
plain: “Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Kenzo’s 
importance declined as he attempted to keep pace 
with fashion’s moods while remaining true to his 
own vision. He retired in 1999, selling his company 
to LVMH and heading off to polish his painting 
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and golfing skills. He said his goodbyes with char-
acteristic exuberance, renting a Parisian theatre for 
the party, filling it with balloons and belly dancers 
and riding off into the sunset on the back of an el-
ephant.” 3

Takada’s retirement coincided with the depar-
ture of Pierre Broc. “By that time, Parfums Kenzo 
was struggling to move things to the next stage,” re-
calls Bousquet, “That’s when Odile Lobadowsky and 
Patrick Guedj joined. Flower was their first big initia-
tive, so it was very important to them.”

Patrick Guedj had large shoes to fill. “Kenzo 
Takada was leaving the company. I met him only 
two or three times. So my job was to speak with his 
collaborators and go through the archives, to un-
derstand what the Kenzo brand was about. At that 
time, Kenzo was small. It had a nice image but it 
was failing to become something bigger. We already 
had ten perfumes in the Kenzo line but we needed 
a central scent that would embody the real Kenzo – 
the essence of Kenzo – what the brand meant, how 
it was different, what it had to say. My role was to 
understand the brand as deeply as possible and to 

create something emotional – something strong. 
Today what’s most modern is what’s simple and di-
rect, without complexity or ambiguity.

“It was obvious that we had to deal with flow-
ers. Kenzo was the flower brand! And more than any 
flower, there was the poppy, which was part of Kenzo 
Takada’s collections from the Seventies. Monsieur 
Takada loved poppies. The flower is too fragile to 
survive in a vase yet it grows like a weed. It is both 
fragile and strong, almost like a woman. 

“The poppy was very consistent with our brand 
identification. But we didn’t want to treat the poppy 
too predictably. We wanted to get away from the 
countryside, to be strong and surprising. That’s 
how we came up with the idea of having a flower 
in the city – the flower’s beauty contrasted against 
the urban landscape – that’s the essence of Flower. 
There’s a magic and a poetry to it, something sur-
real. The second idea was that of a ‘strong flower’ 
– flower power – a flower able to survive in an ur-
ban jungle. We thought of Marc Riboud’s photo of 
Jan Rose Kasmir holding a flower in front of soldiers 
with their bayonets.”

Three laboratories - Firmenich, 
IFF, and Givaudan - were briefed on 
the project. “The brief included a few 
different images,” Guedj explains. 
“One was Riboud’s picture; another 
was a photo from the Paramount Hotel, 
where there are roses sticking out of 
a concrete wall – the idea of a flower 
growing in urban concrete. Then there 
were two beautiful photos of poppies, 
one from Nick Knight and the other 
from Irving Penn.”

Bousquet recalls the simplicity of 
the brief. “The theme was ‘a flower 
in the city’. It was a militant flower, a flower that 
could grow in the concrete - the strength of life con-
trasted against the harshness of the world. There 
were strong close-ups of flowers – one of which was 
the colour pourpre (Tyrian purple). Alberto Morillas 
named his submission Pourpre because he wanted to 

The PerFume
Created by Alberto Morillas (below) of Firmenich

capture that colour, that emotion.”
 “Kenzo was desperate - their lat-

est perfumes had been flops,” says 
Morillas frankly, referring to L’Eau par 
Kenzo (1996), Jungle Tigre (1997) and 
Le Monde est Beau (1997). “So I started 
with François Bousquet on this adven-
ture. Patrick Guedj gave us a lot of 
room – he’s very smart. He likes per-
fume, but he’s not crazy about perfume 
– he’s more of a visual guy. So he let us 
make suggestions.

“It started with an accord that 
I had first made for a Czech lady in 

Geneva. She loved powdery smells. I made her this 
little accord, and she told me, ‘Oh, I love it! It feels 
so familiar.’ I put the idea in my closet. Then this 
Kenzo brief arrived, and Patrick showed me a picture 
of a poppy. Poppies have no smell, but immediately I 
imagined their smell. One of the images that Patrick 
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lose a little money in or-
der to promote this musk. 
Later, everyone in the in-
dustry tried to duplicate 
Flower, but nobody could 
– they needed to have our 
delta-muscenone.”

Morillas’ formula is 
very simple, but its over-
dose of musk makes it 
surprising. “I put in a 
lot of Bulgarian rose and 
some heliotropin. I used 
a large quantity of a spe-

cial type of Hedione, called Hedione High Cis (HC), 
which is much stronger than the regular kind. The 
Hedione HC and the violet leaf give a naturalness to 
the floral accord, an airiness. I also used pink pep-
per, because this was during my pink pepper pe-
riod, which had begun with Pleasures (1995). Pink 
pepper is spicy, but also very much like saffron. It’s 
very important in Flower. And it was the first time 
that I used biovanillin, a new vanilla note produced 
with biotechnology. It smells very interesting: it’s not 
sweet – it’s a little bitter and a little animalic. There’s 
also some Ambrox (Firmenich), which is woody, sexy 
and feminine. And then there are the musks – the 

showed me was very pour-
pre. Poppy and pourpre go 
very well together, no?

“Patrick wanted a 
new smell of a flower. I 
thought, why don’t I start 
with this accord I made 
for this lady? That be-
came Flower. It’s a very 
old-fashioned type of per-
fume, very powdery. You 
have a contrast between 
violet leaf and musk. The 
violet leaf gives the en-
ergy, the green, and the musk gives the light. It’s like 
Royal Bain de Champagne (1941) with an element of 
Après l’Ondée (1906). Après l’Ondée has the violet part, 
while Royal Bain de Champagne is a heliotrope – it’s 
very powdery, with heliotropin, cinnamon, vanilla 
and anisic aldehyde, like mimosa. But Royal Bain de 
Champagne smells very old – it’s dark, and the musk 
is quite animal. Flower is more modern, less vanil-
lic and brighter. I used a new, modern musk from 
Firmenich: delta-muscenone. That gives the sun-
shine. I put in a lot of this musk, an overdose of ten 
per cent! It’s very expensive, which made the price 
of the formula quite high. But Firmenich decided to 

Floral accord Flowery

Powdery

Sensual

Powdery accord

Vibrant accord

Rose
Violet

Hawthorn

Vanilla
withe musk
opopanax

Incense

Poppies bloom in front of Paris’ Centre Pompidou

‘The power of a singular flower, strong,  
pure and sensual.’ Kenzo
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in the city’. It was a militant flower, a flower that 
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the colour pourpre (Tyrian purple). Alberto Morillas 
named his submission Pourpre because he wanted to 

The PerFume
Created by Alberto Morillas (below) of Firmenich

capture that colour, that emotion.”
 “Kenzo was desperate - their lat-

est perfumes had been flops,” says 
Morillas frankly, referring to L’Eau par 
Kenzo (1996), Jungle Tigre (1997) and 
Le Monde est Beau (1997). “So I started 
with François Bousquet on this adven-
ture. Patrick Guedj gave us a lot of 
room – he’s very smart. He likes per-
fume, but he’s not crazy about perfume 
– he’s more of a visual guy. So he let us 
make suggestions.

“It started with an accord that 
I had first made for a Czech lady in 

Geneva. She loved powdery smells. I made her this 
little accord, and she told me, ‘Oh, I love it! It feels 
so familiar.’ I put the idea in my closet. Then this 
Kenzo brief arrived, and Patrick showed me a picture 
of a poppy. Poppies have no smell, but immediately I 
imagined their smell. One of the images that Patrick 
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lose a little money in or-
der to promote this musk. 
Later, everyone in the in-
dustry tried to duplicate 
Flower, but nobody could 
– they needed to have our 
delta-muscenone.”

Morillas’ formula is 
very simple, but its over-
dose of musk makes it 
surprising. “I put in a 
lot of Bulgarian rose and 
some heliotropin. I used 
a large quantity of a spe-

cial type of Hedione, called Hedione High Cis (HC), 
which is much stronger than the regular kind. The 
Hedione HC and the violet leaf give a naturalness to 
the floral accord, an airiness. I also used pink pep-
per, because this was during my pink pepper pe-
riod, which had begun with Pleasures (1995). Pink 
pepper is spicy, but also very much like saffron. It’s 
very important in Flower. And it was the first time 
that I used biovanillin, a new vanilla note produced 
with biotechnology. It smells very interesting: it’s not 
sweet – it’s a little bitter and a little animalic. There’s 
also some Ambrox (Firmenich), which is woody, sexy 
and feminine. And then there are the musks – the 

showed me was very pour-
pre. Poppy and pourpre go 
very well together, no?

“Patrick wanted a 
new smell of a flower. I 
thought, why don’t I start 
with this accord I made 
for this lady? That be-
came Flower. It’s a very 
old-fashioned type of per-
fume, very powdery. You 
have a contrast between 
violet leaf and musk. The 
violet leaf gives the en-
ergy, the green, and the musk gives the light. It’s like 
Royal Bain de Champagne (1941) with an element of 
Après l’Ondée (1906). Après l’Ondée has the violet part, 
while Royal Bain de Champagne is a heliotrope – it’s 
very powdery, with heliotropin, cinnamon, vanilla 
and anisic aldehyde, like mimosa. But Royal Bain de 
Champagne smells very old – it’s dark, and the musk 
is quite animal. Flower is more modern, less vanil-
lic and brighter. I used a new, modern musk from 
Firmenich: delta-muscenone. That gives the sun-
shine. I put in a lot of this musk, an overdose of ten 
per cent! It’s very expensive, which made the price 
of the formula quite high. But Firmenich decided to 

Floral accord Flowery

Powdery

Sensual

Powdery accord

Vibrant accord

Rose
Violet

Hawthorn

Vanilla
withe musk
opopanax

Incense

Poppies bloom in front of Paris’ Centre Pompidou

‘The power of a singular flower, strong,  
pure and sensual.’ Kenzo
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overdose of delta-muscenone and a 
lot of Exaltolide (Firmenich), which 
is very elegant and sensual. There’s 
some Ambrettolide, Muscenone Dextro 
(Firmenich), and it was the first time 
that I used another new generation 
musk, called Habanolide (Firmenich).”

According to Bousquet, two 
Firmenich perfumers submitted 
their trials to Kenzo, “but Patrick 
and Valerie Guerrier fell in love with 
Alberto’s fragrance the first time they 
smelt it.”

“Kenzo decided from day one 
that this would be their perfume,” 
recalls Morillas, “and I think that se-
lecting the fragrance early on helped 
them to shape the bottle and the mar-
keting concept, because they knew 
exactly what the fragrance was about. 
It was nice for us because it made 
for an easy evolution – there wasn’t 
the usual competition when you get 
down to finals – when you’re fighting 
with your competitors.”

Morillas admits to being surprised by Guedj’s 
enthusiasm. “Pourpre was very innovative, very risky. 
You either loved it or hated it. At the time, Allure 
(1996) was big on the market. When you compare 
Allure and Flower, they’re two completely different 
generations. Allure is a very classic floral – it comes 
from a certain tradition of beauty and femininity, 
with lots of rose and jasmine. Flower, on the other 
hand, is very purple. It’s unusual.”

“The first sample we submitted was almost what 
it is today,” says Bousquet. “It had that fabulous pow-
dery bloom, it was very diffusive. The Kenzo team 
wore it and got comments from everyone. They felt 
they’d found the perfect combination of floralcy, 
sensuality, and depth. And it’s a really complex fra-
grance – the evocation of a flower, without being a 
specific flower. It’s floral – rosy and violet – but it’s 
also powdery, spicy and vanillic. It was a new kind 
of powdery floral oriental. In our first submission, 
all the key parts were already there. It was only a 
question of rebalancing and lifting it up a bit. In 
the very beginning, the fragrance was a little more 
classic and a touch spicier, with a bit more pepper. 
We adjusted it to give it a more modern bloom with 
Hedione. We worked on it for two or three months to 
make it better. At that stage, Kenzo wanted to con-
sumer-test the perfume. It was tested against Allure 
and did very decently. Still, we wanted to continue 

modernising the fragrance, to make it 
brighter and give it a kind of crunchy 
greenness, a natural leafy feeling. We 
went through so many trials, but we 
couldn’t get there.” 

The fragrance took about a year 
to develop. “Once we’d chosen a di-
rection, the most difficult part was 
deciding when to stop,” says Guedj. 
“From the original trial to the final 
one, we must have smelt a hundred 
variations. We made Alberto Morillas 
change things again and again.”

Adding to the workload, Kenzo 
selected Firmenich to develop Time 
for Peace pour Elle (1999), also com-
posed by Morillas. But the perfumer 
remembers working endlessly on 
Flower. “We did hundreds and hun-
dreds of modifications on Pourpre,” 
Morillas says, rolling his eyes. “Often, 
when you do testing on a fragrance, 
you end up adding a lot of very lit-
tle things, just to get people to accept 

something that they find too new. But you lose the 
signature, the modernity.”

Finding themselves at an impasse, Patrick Guedj 
suggested they return to one of the initial versions. 
“By comparison, it was fantastic,” he said. “We loved 
it, it was terrifically diffusive.”

“Patrick told us to go back to number three, be-
cause that one was the best,” Morillas confirms. “It 
was our third trial that had the magic, which we’d 
lost by doing the modifications.”

Bousquet says he learnt from Guedj’s decision 
to revert to an older trial. “It was an important les-
son for me. Sometimes a fragrance is right in the 
beginning. If you work on it more and more, you 
can end up destroying it – you lose the aesthetic and 
the performance – the beauty. So we returned to the 
earlier version, we did a little fine tuning, and boom, 
it was ready to go. At that stage, we discovered the 
whole concept – the poppy, the bottle.”

Morillas attributes Flower’s success to its mix of 
crisp fresh notes and musky sensuality. “I mix fresh-
ness with musk. That’s my secret. Maybe it comes 
from my culture, from Spain. Flower isn’t heavy – it’s 
brilliant, with a lot of sunshine. All of my perfumes 
have water and sun. Before FlowerbyKenzo, Acqua di 
Giò pour Homme (1996) told the same story; you have 
the freshness, the aquatic character, the same signa-
ture as in Flower. And even today – years later – this 
signature remains very contemporary.”

“Each of the bottle’s different sizes represents  
the different stages of a poppy’s growth.”
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For Guedj, there had to 
be a contrast between the 
bottle and the fragrance. “We 
wanted a transparent bottle 
that would give the illusion 
of something light and sim-
ple. But when you sprayed 
on the perfume, you’d realise 
that it’s not at all light!”

Bousquet admired 
Guedj’s artistic vision. 
“He had a unique point of 
view and he knew what he 
wanted,” says Bousquet. “Air 
Paris was Kenzo’s advertis-
ing and design agency that 
first worked on the bottle. 
In the initial drafts, the bot-
tle looked more like a sky-
scraper, with a poppy curling itself around it. It was a 
little bit aggressive and unnatural. So Serge Mansau 
was hired to work on the idea. Mansau had done 
many of Kenzo’s older bottles - Ça Sent Beau (1988), 
Kashâya (1994) – those kinds of vegetal sculptures. 
It was a combination of talents.” “In the beginning, 
the idea was not ‘Flower’, 
it was ‘Flower Power’,” says 
Mansau. “It was about the 
flower as a symbol.” 4

The designer suggests 
that developing a perfume 
is a similar process to that of 
staging a play. “In place of 
a script, there’s a fragrance; 
instead of sets, there’s pack-
aging; and as a star actor, 
there’s a bottle. The bottle 
is an interpreter – it brings 
the text to life, it delivers the 
juice, which, alone, isn’t very 
photogenic!” 5

Mansau decided to curve 
the ‘skyscraper’ bottle. “It all 
started with some vases. My 
children would pick butter-
cups, irises. I told them: ‘I’ll 
make you a vase in which all 
these flowers can place them-
selves, and will be in perfect 
order.’ ” 

Speaking of the curva-
ture, he says, “I found a mo-
tion that was calligraphic, 
like the stroke of a brush. 
It’s a natural motion that’s 
totally anarchist.” A flower 
never grows straight, he ex-
plains; it curves in whatever 
way it pleases.

Each bottle is narrow 
and skyscraper tall, while the subtle bend evokes the 
curve of a poppy’s stem, according to Guedj: “Each 
of the bottle’s different sizes represents the different 
stages of a poppy’s growth.”

Morillas recalls the emotion he felt on first 
seeing the bottle. “It was unbelievable! So differ-

ent and ergonomic. It really 
is a flower, very poetic and 
Japanese.”

The launch of 
FlowerbyKenzo brought the 
theme of urban flowers 
to life. Kenzo covered the 
square in front of the Centre 
Pompidou with red poppies 
for people to pick.

Flowers in the city! 
A simple and poetic way 

to put the flower into flower 
power.

The BoTTle
Designed by Serge Mansau (below) and Air Paris

“I found a motion that 
was calligraphic, like 
the stroke of a brush.”
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overdose of delta-muscenone and a 
lot of Exaltolide (Firmenich), which 
is very elegant and sensual. There’s 
some Ambrettolide, Muscenone Dextro 
(Firmenich), and it was the first time 
that I used another new generation 
musk, called Habanolide (Firmenich).”

According to Bousquet, two 
Firmenich perfumers submitted 
their trials to Kenzo, “but Patrick 
and Valerie Guerrier fell in love with 
Alberto’s fragrance the first time they 
smelt it.”

“Kenzo decided from day one 
that this would be their perfume,” 
recalls Morillas, “and I think that se-
lecting the fragrance early on helped 
them to shape the bottle and the mar-
keting concept, because they knew 
exactly what the fragrance was about. 
It was nice for us because it made 
for an easy evolution – there wasn’t 
the usual competition when you get 
down to finals – when you’re fighting 
with your competitors.”

Morillas admits to being surprised by Guedj’s 
enthusiasm. “Pourpre was very innovative, very risky. 
You either loved it or hated it. At the time, Allure 
(1996) was big on the market. When you compare 
Allure and Flower, they’re two completely different 
generations. Allure is a very classic floral – it comes 
from a certain tradition of beauty and femininity, 
with lots of rose and jasmine. Flower, on the other 
hand, is very purple. It’s unusual.”

“The first sample we submitted was almost what 
it is today,” says Bousquet. “It had that fabulous pow-
dery bloom, it was very diffusive. The Kenzo team 
wore it and got comments from everyone. They felt 
they’d found the perfect combination of floralcy, 
sensuality, and depth. And it’s a really complex fra-
grance – the evocation of a flower, without being a 
specific flower. It’s floral – rosy and violet – but it’s 
also powdery, spicy and vanillic. It was a new kind 
of powdery floral oriental. In our first submission, 
all the key parts were already there. It was only a 
question of rebalancing and lifting it up a bit. In 
the very beginning, the fragrance was a little more 
classic and a touch spicier, with a bit more pepper. 
We adjusted it to give it a more modern bloom with 
Hedione. We worked on it for two or three months to 
make it better. At that stage, Kenzo wanted to con-
sumer-test the perfume. It was tested against Allure 
and did very decently. Still, we wanted to continue 

modernising the fragrance, to make it 
brighter and give it a kind of crunchy 
greenness, a natural leafy feeling. We 
went through so many trials, but we 
couldn’t get there.” 

The fragrance took about a year 
to develop. “Once we’d chosen a di-
rection, the most difficult part was 
deciding when to stop,” says Guedj. 
“From the original trial to the final 
one, we must have smelt a hundred 
variations. We made Alberto Morillas 
change things again and again.”

Adding to the workload, Kenzo 
selected Firmenich to develop Time 
for Peace pour Elle (1999), also com-
posed by Morillas. But the perfumer 
remembers working endlessly on 
Flower. “We did hundreds and hun-
dreds of modifications on Pourpre,” 
Morillas says, rolling his eyes. “Often, 
when you do testing on a fragrance, 
you end up adding a lot of very lit-
tle things, just to get people to accept 

something that they find too new. But you lose the 
signature, the modernity.”

Finding themselves at an impasse, Patrick Guedj 
suggested they return to one of the initial versions. 
“By comparison, it was fantastic,” he said. “We loved 
it, it was terrifically diffusive.”

“Patrick told us to go back to number three, be-
cause that one was the best,” Morillas confirms. “It 
was our third trial that had the magic, which we’d 
lost by doing the modifications.”

Bousquet says he learnt from Guedj’s decision 
to revert to an older trial. “It was an important les-
son for me. Sometimes a fragrance is right in the 
beginning. If you work on it more and more, you 
can end up destroying it – you lose the aesthetic and 
the performance – the beauty. So we returned to the 
earlier version, we did a little fine tuning, and boom, 
it was ready to go. At that stage, we discovered the 
whole concept – the poppy, the bottle.”

Morillas attributes Flower’s success to its mix of 
crisp fresh notes and musky sensuality. “I mix fresh-
ness with musk. That’s my secret. Maybe it comes 
from my culture, from Spain. Flower isn’t heavy – it’s 
brilliant, with a lot of sunshine. All of my perfumes 
have water and sun. Before FlowerbyKenzo, Acqua di 
Giò pour Homme (1996) told the same story; you have 
the freshness, the aquatic character, the same signa-
ture as in Flower. And even today – years later – this 
signature remains very contemporary.”
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For Guedj, there had to 
be a contrast between the 
bottle and the fragrance. “We 
wanted a transparent bottle 
that would give the illusion 
of something light and sim-
ple. But when you sprayed 
on the perfume, you’d realise 
that it’s not at all light!”

Bousquet admired 
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“He had a unique point of 
view and he knew what he 
wanted,” says Bousquet. “Air 
Paris was Kenzo’s advertis-
ing and design agency that 
first worked on the bottle. 
In the initial drafts, the bot-
tle looked more like a sky-
scraper, with a poppy curling itself around it. It was a 
little bit aggressive and unnatural. So Serge Mansau 
was hired to work on the idea. Mansau had done 
many of Kenzo’s older bottles - Ça Sent Beau (1988), 
Kashâya (1994) – those kinds of vegetal sculptures. 
It was a combination of talents.” “In the beginning, 
the idea was not ‘Flower’, 
it was ‘Flower Power’,” says 
Mansau. “It was about the 
flower as a symbol.” 4

The designer suggests 
that developing a perfume 
is a similar process to that of 
staging a play. “In place of 
a script, there’s a fragrance; 
instead of sets, there’s pack-
aging; and as a star actor, 
there’s a bottle. The bottle 
is an interpreter – it brings 
the text to life, it delivers the 
juice, which, alone, isn’t very 
photogenic!” 5

Mansau decided to curve 
the ‘skyscraper’ bottle. “It all 
started with some vases. My 
children would pick butter-
cups, irises. I told them: ‘I’ll 
make you a vase in which all 
these flowers can place them-
selves, and will be in perfect 
order.’ ” 

Speaking of the curva-
ture, he says, “I found a mo-
tion that was calligraphic, 
like the stroke of a brush. 
It’s a natural motion that’s 
totally anarchist.” A flower 
never grows straight, he ex-
plains; it curves in whatever 
way it pleases.
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and skyscraper tall, while the subtle bend evokes the 
curve of a poppy’s stem, according to Guedj: “Each 
of the bottle’s different sizes represents the different 
stages of a poppy’s growth.”

Morillas recalls the emotion he felt on first 
seeing the bottle. “It was unbelievable! So differ-
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is a flower, very poetic and 
Japanese.”

The launch of 
FlowerbyKenzo brought the 
theme of urban flowers 
to life. Kenzo covered the 
square in front of the Centre 
Pompidou with red poppies 
for people to pick.

Flowers in the city! 
A simple and poetic way 

to put the flower into flower 
power.

The BoTTle
Designed by Serge Mansau (below) and Air Paris

“I found a motion that 
was calligraphic, like 
the stroke of a brush.”

Livre_Parfum_complet.indb   319 09/04/2019   10:55




