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SMELL: THE HYBRID ART

Olfactory art is, by necessity, a hybrid form. Even when artists seek
to isolate smell as a pure aesthetic experience, its deployment depends
on other factors, such as technology, architecture, installation, or per-
formance, to name just a few. The invisibility of scents (except in the
cases of aromatic mists or smoke) can lead to the belief that smells exist
autonomously, especially when their source in the material world is not
directly evident. For example, Katharina Fritsch’s Perfume in Hallway
(1984) simply placed a scent on a gallery’s staircase, but the audience’s
experience of the work relied upon this specific architectural feature
as a marked transitional space. Peter Hopkins' aromatic diffusions
filled entire rooms, but required the embedded technology of HVAC!
systems to circulate the air. Jana Sterbak’s Perspiration: Olfactory Portrait
(1995) replicated the sweat of her lover, but obliged individuals to rub
the liquid onto their own skin, thus incorporating the body and, by
extension, performance into the work (the bottle was also a significant
part of the piece — it served as a surrogate sculpture-like object to cuddle
in the lover’s absence)®. These are just a few instances that demonstrate
the inherent heterogeneity of olfactory art and its intermingling with
other media, even in those cases when scent would seem to be the most
independent and self-sufficient’.

I HVAC refers to the technology of heating, ventilation and air conditioning that controls
a building’s indoor climate.

2 For commentary on these works, see my “Reveries, Assaults and Evaporating Presences:
Olfactory Dimensions in Contemporary Ast”, Parachute #89, Winter 1998, 10-19, “Toposmia:
Art, Scent, and Interrogations of Spatiality”, Angelaki 7(1), April 2002, 31-46, and
“Airchitecture: Guarded Breaths and the [cough] Arc of Ventilacion”, in Arz History and
the Senses: 1830 to the Present, Patrizia di Bello and Gabriel Koureas, eds., London: Ashgate
2010, 147-166.

3 It should also be noted that the senses often operate in tandem with one other in acts
of perception and cognition, which is another manner in which olfactory art could be
considered hybrid.
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and multisensory sensibility characterizes artworks involving scent.
Whereas the Gesamtkunstwerk, that union of the arts championed by
Richard Wagner and exemplified by his operatic spectacles, has been
raised historically as the paradigm of the full participation of the arts
and senses, the ambitiousness and gargantuan scale of such events are
generally incompatible with the modest studio conditions of most artists.
In actualicy, hybrid intersensory works do not have ro overwhelm the
beholder to be effective; they can also be playful, questioning, mys-
terious. Fluxus artists, for example, were adept at disrespecting the
modernist division of the senses and arts, and deliberately sought out

unusual intermedia combinations, such as this exercise conceived by
Ken Friedman:

Imagine... an art form that is comprised of 10 percent music, 25 percent
architecture, 12 percent drawing, 18 percent shoemaking, 30 percent painting
and S percent smell. What would it be like? How would it work?... How
would the elements interact'?

Whether or not an actual work was ever produced according to this
formula matters less than the Fluxus insight thar different combinations
of materials lead to different combinations of senses, and will most likely
activate an unconventional ratio of the sensory modes that will disrupt
and challenge the audience’s normative and habitual perceptual hierarchy.
The designation of olfactory art, then, does not require the elimi-
nation of the other senses. Mos, if not all, artists incorporating smell
utilize other arcforms to support, complement, juxtapose and facilitate
the olfactory dimension they seek to highlight. Though combined with
other media, smell often plays the most compelling role in the work’s
experience, meaning, and significance. Olfactory art, then, 1s not an art
defined as a single-sense phenomenon, it just means that the artworks
being discussed have a pronounced olfactory dimension. “Olfactory art”
would thus be more of a provisional term rather than a fixed category,
one that bears permeable boundaries and shifting degrees of inclusive-
ness. The question, then, becomes not what works qualify as olfactory

1 Ken Friedman has written about this playful ratio in several texts, most recently in
“Freedom? Nothingness? Time? Fluxus and che Laboratory of Ideas”, Theory, Culture &
Society, 2012, 29(7/8): 390. See also Dick Higgins, “Intermedia”, in Richard Kostelanetz,
ed., Esthetics Contemporary, Buffalo: Prometheus Books, 1978, 186-190.
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with taste (they are both chemical senses), and sound with the visual
(both are prominent in broadcast and recording technologies). Yet
smell and hearing share several traits: they are conveyed through air,
involve a binary set of organs (nostrils and ears), and have been long
associated in perfume discourse through the terms “notes” and “chords™.
Despite these similarities, for Macid sound and smell exist in a pro-
ductive tension, which is especially evident in two recent works®. Even
though the olfactory and the acoustic inhabit the same space, the two
sensory domains act beside and against each other. The effect is more
dysaesthetic than synaesthetic, where the sensory modes maintain their
singular identities to challenge one another rather than merge into a
unified, seamless whole’. Such dysaesthesia is intentionally self-reflexive,
for the collage of smell and sound generates a perceptual incongruity
that visitors are prompted to cognitively address. In the words of the
artist, “T'he works create scenarios where perception tests the limits of
knowledge”; in particular by selecting smells and sounds that resist the
classification by language®.

Two recent works demonstrate the potential of Macid’s method of
mingling sensory modes to a simultaneously complementary and antithe-
tical effect. Cynic (2013) includes a metal stand with a glass aquarium
filled with a black liquid, a duo of speakers, and a hovering tangle of
curling carbon fiber. Viewers are positioned in a dynamic confluence of
the smell of “cynic” (a blend of amber, cypriol, civet, saffron and cumin,
among other ingredients) amid a soundscape of mating and distress calls
by species on the brink of extinction’. The curlicues of tape animate the
volume of air in the gallery, seeming to perform as a visual symbol of the

sound of its supposedly organic source is a pithy meditation on memory, sanitization,
and nature.
1 One might also consider the experiential similarities berween smell and sound: both are
temporary and evanescent, and seem to foreground memory and emotional affect.
These works were on display at the Henrique Faria Fine Art Gallery on che occasion of
Macia's exhibition “A Laboratory of Cynical Perception” in New York, September 2013.
This section is a revised version of a text written for the exhibition brochure.
3 See Drobnick, “Reveries, Assaults and Evaporating Presences”.
4 Oswaldo Macid, Manifesto for Olfactory — Acoustic Sculpture Compositions, 2013, hetpi/fwww,
oswaldomacia.com/New%20Cynics.hcml.
5 The scents bear specific associations relevant to the practice of Cynical philosophy: amber
for assertiveness, cypriol to be stimulating and probing, civet for animality, saffron and
cumin for spiciness. Email from che arcise, July 24, 2013.

LIS}
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waves of sound and scent circulating in cthe room'. “Cynic” might seem
like an odd choice to name such a sensorially rich configuration, for it
recalls the popular sentiment of pessimism and scorn, an attitude that
affords little political agency and tends to reinforce the status quo. But
Macid’s use of the term harks back to the Greek philosophical school
(including such figures as Diogenes, nicknamed “the dog”, from which
the name Cynic derives) that promoted intense ethical scrutiny upon
individuals, beliefs and actions in order to inspire people to live more
virtuously’. In the context of Cynic, the suggestion is that one cannot
rely upon a conventional approach to make sense of the unorthodox
arrangement of smells, sounds and tape loops. Instead, sensory expe-
riences must be closely examined, each component considered in its
specificity and in relationship to the others, and one’s own conclusions
drawn about whole assemblage. The material complexity of Cynic, then,
presents a stimulus for sensorial thinking by forcing visitors to consider
perception as a dynamic ecological field.

In the second work, Empty Smoke (2013), visitors confront a similar
configuration of animal sounds, scents on a pedestal, and looped carbon
fiber, this time vertically oriented. The title signals a conundrum: while
smoke consists of innumerable minute particles that contaminate the
air and cloud vision, what would it mean for it to be empty? A key may
be the link to the Cynics, once again, for whom the obfuscating veil
of smoke (#yphos) was the symbol of illusion, foolishness and hypocrisy,
ills that their philosophical critiques sought to dispel’. For smoke to
be empty, then, it would have to be cleared of the flaws that occlude a
lucid view of the true value of living a beauciful life’. If Cynic stages the
practice of sensorial thinking, Empty Smoke alludes to the result. Both
works combine to exemplify what I would call cynical perception, which
involves three central principles. First, cynical perception compels a keen

1 For the artist, the tape loops also signify that all sensory information, despire the different
pathways, ends up as electrical energy in the brain.

Macid references Peter Sloterdijk’s Critique of Cynical Reason, Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1988. Interview wich the author, July 12, 2013, It is interesting to note
that a number of Diogenes’ contrarian gestures criticizing Greek social mores involved
the inappropriate use of the senses. See Thomas McEvilley, “Diogenes of Sinope: Selected
Performance Pieces”, Artforum, March 1983, 58-9.

See Luis E, Navia, Classical Cynicism: A Critical Study, Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1996.
Macid also refers the word “empty” to John Cage’s notion of silence, especially in 433"
(1952). Interview with the author, July 12, 2013,
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What the sense of smell lacks semantically is more than compensated
by its adeptness in conjuring up an entire scene of personal thoughts,
feelings, and relationships'.

On the Scent (2003), by Leslie Hill and Helen Paris (in collaboration
with Lois Weaver), compellingly exemplifies a scented art of memory,
one that capitalizes on the poignancy and pungency of smell’s symbo-
lic nature. In this three-part series of autobiographical monologues,
smells loom large in the scriptwriting process, the performance, and the
audience’s experience. Each scene is laden wich references to smells: they
provide auchenticity to the private reflections, form major pivot points
for character development, give flavor to past historical eras or distant
geographical locales, as well as trigger the audiences’ own associations.
The work achieves its visceral impact by being close-up and intimate.
Limited to an audience of two persons at a time, and set in a downtown
one-bedroom apartment, visitors are led through a half-hour of intense
confessions and interactions that infuse the space with heightened sensory
potential®. Traditional theatres tend to limit the effective use of scent,
for the separation of performers from the audience and the size of most
seating arrangements make the circulation of scents difhicult to control.
Here, though, in an ordinary residence, the audience experiences what
could be called an olfactory memory theatre, where scents appear with
striking affect right in their faces. ‘

Three characters, from different eras and places, appear in On the
Scent. All are tethered to the home and its smells, musing upon their
condition and the formative periods in their lives’. Here the audience
is not calmly enticed by a Proustian madeleine, but provoked by sharp,
pungent, pesky intrusions that incite biting commentary on selfhood,

1 Dan Sperber, Rethinking Symbolism, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1977,
115-149.

2 On the Seent was part of an olfactory-based performance series titled reminiSCENT (2003)
that I curated wich Paul Couillard in Toronto. For more information on the works see
heepi/fwww.displaycult.com/exhibitions/reminiSCENT.heml and my article “Sense and
reminiSCENT: Performance and the Essences of Memory”, Canadian Theatre Review 137,
Winter 2009, 6-12. On the Scent has also been performed in 14 countries in a wide variety
of residences, including a council estate in the UK, a former communist building in China,
and an apartment on New York City's upper west side, which inflected the audience’s
experience of “home” differently each time.

3 My description below is informed by my experience with the performance, the script

generously provided by the artists, and an interview I conducted with Hill, Paris and
Weaver on September 19, 2003 in Toronto.
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family life, and historical events. In the first scene, Weaver greets
visitors as they cross the threshold with the charm of a grand dame or
a jaded movie star who never leaves her apartment. She immediately
compromises their personal space, first by offering chocolates, only to
snatch them away, and then by sniffing people, pretending to guess
what scent they are wearing. She then sprays their startled faces with
Evening in Paris. During these actions Weaver rhapsodizes about the
much-cherished visits of the Avon Lady during an isolated childhood
and how the traveling saleswoman inspired an addictive craving for
fragrant, exotic luxuries. A decadence hangs in the air, as dreams about
perfume’s magical qualities corresponds to an equally unreal feminine
stereotype: glamorous, yes, but also trapped in a narcissistic fantasy.
The second section occurs in the kitchen, where the aromas of
home-cooked meals would normally stir soothing memories. Hill
stands behind a granite counter to narrate the experience of growing
up in New Mexico amidst military sites, aboriginal communities, and
postwar consumerism. Danger seems to abound: a pork chop thrown
onto a frying pan sizzles to the point of burning, popcorn pops and
spills onto the floor. Hill snorts chili powder as if it were cocaine,
and squirts Aqua Net hairspray into the air despite the nearby flame.
Poignancy and conflict underscore these olfactory omens. Mom hated
to cook, except making popcorn. The grandfather suffered post-trau-
matic stress syndrome and visitors get a whiff of his shaving lotion. The
chilis grew in soil with fabled miraculous and curative powers. Pifion
incense refers to the arist’s aboriginal ancestry, which is recognized
only at Christmas. These hints at simmering family turmoil serve as a
microcosm of greater, geopolitical catastrophes. When discussing the
testing of atomic bombs in her area and the tragedy of their use to end
World War II, Hill cuts off and burns a lock of hair — an acrid and
mournful reminder of those incinerated in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
A shot of tequila given to the two audience members provides some
relief and a jolt back to present time.

Paris performs the third section in the bedroom, lying under the
covers in her pajamas. Fittingly for a sick person’s room, the air is
redolent with Vicks VapoRub and Pepto-Bismol that practically induce
their own version of nausea. In this uncomfortably intimate encounter,
vulnerability and helplessness become palpable, not only representing

SMELL: THE HYBRID ART

. . - is betraying “malty mouth”
tdémg of an impoverished aunt who could no longer afford (:han,ela;::;i
3{(1) was fOI'Cde to use cheaply-scented discount soap. Stigma and abjec
ton ntertwine in this scenario as the inevitable failj ;
n lings of the |
condition are exposed. The one sy Roger &
. panacea of Paris’s youth — Ro
Gallet s:andalwooFI body lotion, the Holy Grail of Christmas prfsi:;f:

childhoods were more likely to base their recollections o

would consider to be fou] smells’. Whether or not }?

scenarios by Weaver, Hjj| and Paris e

e

‘; :,‘3;2 SP:é;s;?:]n:iisherHill, On the Scent”, Performance Research, 8(3): 66-72.
Reveris gcnst ;rnc; ]ssiintosr;r?_phe}s) authenrjcity, simlrllation is always possible, See my
T el v Om;)lo : m?r ; resences”, allc‘n}g with Helen Paris, “(Re)Confirmin

8y of the Olfactory” Tesseny #32, summer, 2002, 98-109.

3 Alan R. Hirsch “Nostalgi
; algia, the Odors of Chijl " in Ji 1
Culture Reader, Oxford and New York: SBng,[j?JO%}éoolgé A o T Sl

€ gripping
are true, the scencs convey an



84 JIM DROBNICK
1

ing i i istinctions
nanticipated and sometimes alarming intensity. T}l]"ne ?d1st crions
1na :
Lbetween listening and feeling, past and present, another’s egsscribEd
d those of one’s own, are collapsed so that the trauma seribed
= to recur — engendering an unusual form of communitas throug
seems =
> 1
the sharing of smells'. . ' e e
The ending to Oz the Scent provides another twist and compo e
i being a viewer w
i d by the audience. After ‘
multiple roles playe > aud - vatching
a erfgrmance a confidant listening to seemingly persotllal re become;
2
arf)d a sharer in the experience of the scents, the aud;fnce b
ists’ i h?. Weaver asks each
1 tiSts’ ongoing researc
informants for the ar o S S preson
i r own story of a
it 1 o camera and tell thei e
to sit in front of a vide : : e Sy
st makes them s
i or homesickness, or ju
reminds them of home esick : sicle. They
cannot get away without contributing their own olfactor%o?e i
In return for their participation in the artists daFabase, eav
them with the piece of chocolate previously denied.

BRIAN GOELTZENLEUCHTER
Scents of Wellbeing

I[useullls II!EL} De beautliul aIld :llspla' Iellla[l:able 'D[]:S Gf aIt’
g ?
l)l“ are t] 1€ C()!I!f()[ Eable
; tllE : O 3 0 Eltzsilleu:klte{ S F[B.CEICE, ESFEC]Q“.}
g

", in Ji i y nell
1 Gale Largey and Rod Warson, “The Sociology of Odors”, in Jim Drobnick, ed., The S
Culture Reader, Oxford and New Yc_)rk:'Berg, 2006, 3‘8. o i
2 Like Macid, Hill and Paris’s practice involves ongoing rese it and eollahoracion. 4
. 2 hey have worked with olfactory neuroscientist Upi ; : ,w e
o ‘“l’d Pa’?l? Fr research has resulted in Essences of London (2004)T an 1nteFv1eS phtt :
girrcl)‘%:irc:;el-mn;;eds of residents commenting on smells connected wich che city. See htep:

www.placelessness.com/essences/.

i ents
3 Inthe 400 performances of On the Scent, Hill and Paris have collected over 2,000 statem

j -the-scent/.
by audience members. See heep:/fwww.placelessness.com/project/1121/on-the-scen

SMELL: THE HYBRID ART 185

exhibition format, its flaws have been magnified by the crisis afflicting
museums since the emergence of neo-liberal government policies and
the restructuring of arts institutions according to corporate models of

Goelezenleuchter is an artist who adopts the combined persona
of an entrepreneurial capitalist / new age healer. As one might
expect of such a persona, the predicament of the museum serves
as an opportunity. The answer to the museum’s (and contemporary

equipment and environments ro rejuvenate the full spectrum of the
senses; and Institutional Wellbein » @ consulting service whereby a
custom-made environmental fragrance is created ro assist institutions
experiencing disquieting transitions?. Goeltzenleuchter's company
manifests itself in several Ways to cater to various publics: a website
for individuals to order online, temporary interactive installations

—_—
1

For more on the anosmia of the white cube, see my “Volatile Architectures”, in Crime and
Ornament: In the Shadpw of Adolf Loos, Bernie Miller and Melony Ward, eds., Toronto: YYZ,
Books, 2002, 263-282, and “The Museum as Smellscape”, in The /\ffzdtz'mmary Musenm,
Nina levent and Alvaro Pascual-Leone, eds., Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2014,
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as a preventative action to support the acclimatization of visitors and
staff. For the artist, managing such a change depended on restoring a
“personal and collective equilibrium” thrown akilter by the different
architectural layout and shift in strategic plan. Contraposto would
develop a customized wellness scent that would “exploit the precognitive
sense of smell” to expedite employee adjustment and “cleanse the envi-
ronmental ambiance, thereby stimulating consistent degrees of positive
energy and creativity, and encouraging high levels of productivity and
enthusiasm™. After interviewing the SAAG's staff, curators, board and
volunteers about the performance of their duties, levels of satisfaction,
and bodily tensions they might be experiencing, Goeltzenleuchter
submitted them to a diagnostic test to discover unconscious feelings
about the gallery’s new design and preferences among an array of
essential oils’. The product launch of the resulting scent — SAAG
Environmental Fragrance, which gave off a spicy, plum-like deodo-
rant aroma’ — coincided with the opening of a storefront ¢ (promounced
/k/) wellness center where employees and gallerygoers could improve
their perceptual awareness and repair psycho-energetic imbalances.
Interactive components included a Sonic Massage to vibrate parts of
the body and release blockages, a Light Corridor to take advantage
of the therapeutic properties of color, and a Scent Station to imbibe
the SAAG fragrance®. In Goeltzenleuchter’s multi-sensory training
room, wellbeing is considered a holistic goal involving both healing
and empowerment, where equilibrium accomplished at an individual
level will naturally suffuse outwards to enhance the wellness of the
entire institution and the public at large.
While wellness centers are temporary installations, the fragrance of
wellbeing can persist long afterwards through the purchase of a bottle
from the museum store. Besides addressing the notion of wellbeing,

1 Brian Goeltzenlenchter, lecture given at che product launch of the SAAG environmental

scent, May 1, 2010, courtesy of the artist.

2 Applied kinesiology is a diagnostic technique popularly used by aromatherapy and alcer-
native healing practitioners though discounted by the traditional medical profession.

3 Technically, the scent is based on a combination of rhodinel and dimethyl benzy! carbonyl
butyrate. Brian Goelrzenleuchrer, email to che auchor, September 13, 2013,

4

Other wellness centers have incorporated yoga marts and postural exercises to address the
kinaesthetics of art viewing and to develop the proprioceptive sense, as well as an Art

Courage Program to redress the cliquishness and elitism some people experience with
contemporary art.
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Contraposto’s intervention also reinvests the sensory deprived white
cube with a more fully embodied awareness, and reworks the aesthetic
encounter into one that is a potentially transformative and beneficial
experience. Despite adopting the discourse of neo-liberal management
and the opportunism of business culture, along with aestheticizing and
commodifying new age therapeutic practices, Institutional Wellbeing
couches its serious goals within humor and satire. Alcruism can be sub-
versive in an artworld that distrusts good intentions. Interestingly, the
motivational speeches Goeltzenleuchter gives to promote Contraposto’s
activities parallel some of the proselytizing manifestoes of the traditio-
nal avant-garde. The difference, however, is that rather than aiming to
force utopian ideals upon society from the top down, Goeltzenleuchter
aspires to allow them to emerge organically from the bottom up by
consulting with and empowering individuals. Whereas the avant-garde
generally failed in their efforts to transform society, one can at least
see the possibility of success with Institutional Wellbeing, not the least
because of the ratcheting down of expectations to more modest goals,
Goeltzenleuchter’s strategy may relate more to institutional conversion
than institutional critique, yet ameliorating sensory impoverishment
does subtly engage a critical position. It just places more emphasis on
remediation, that is, improving comfort, focusing on health, and creating
an olfactory-positive environment.

My discussion of hybridity began with an analysis of the various
media comprising olfactory art. As odd as Ken Friedman'’s conceptual
experiment of an artwork comprised by percentages of music, archi-
tecture, drawing, shoemaking, painting and smell no doubt sounds to
some readers, after considering the works of Macid, Hill and Paris, and
Goeltzenleuchrer, such a diverse mix is not unusual for arcists working
with scent. In many ways olfactory art bears affinities to the postmedia
forms of installation and performance — it requires the audience to
move, engages their bodies, extends into space, displays temporality.
Hybridity, however, extends beyond the material and sensory constitution
of the works to the artists themselves. All three artists presented in this
chapter are, effectively, artist-researchers. They conduct research, work
collaboratively, and construct situations to test or draw out responses
from visitors. Ultimately, the audience for olfactory art is also affected.
Just as the disembodied eye is no longer solely relevant for postmedia
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art, so too the
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