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﻿Chapter 4   
The Profits of Smell

Risk and return are intrinsically linked in economics. Generally, 
higher risk entails greater potential gains or losses. This correlation 
exists because investments carrying higher levels of risk typically 
demand higher potential returns to compensate the investor for the 
additional risk undertaken. It is a common practice to evaluate both 
these factors to determine the risk-return combination most suitable 
for an individual investor.1 Discussions on returns inevitably involve 
considerations of risk; conversely, any examination of risk necessi-
tates an analysis of potential returns. While the previous chapter ex-
plored the risk of smell, this chapter examines the benefits associated 
with smells. A central question addressed in this chapter is: What are 
the potential gains derived from odor risk exposure across macro and 
micro dimensions?

1 In finance, people often use division to measure the relationship between various 
types of return and risk, such as the Sharpe ratio, the Sortino ratio, and so on. As 
a general rule, return is the numerator while risk is the denominator. Our goal is to 
minimize risk while maximizing potential return. However, it is crucial to recog-
nize that the relationship between return and risk is rarely linear, with numerous 
complex factors potentially influencing their interaction.

https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1514
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 4.1  Perfume: Consumption and the Construction of 
Identity 

In 2012, the Museum of Arts and Design in New York organized an 
exhibition titled “The Art of Scent 1889–2012”. This unique exhibition 
explores smell as a medium for artistic expression. The exhibition 
focuses on “olfactory art”—more specifically, perfume as a commodi-
ty—for the first time. As the curator of the exhibition, scent critic and 
writer Chandler Burr examined how perfume can be used to create 
detailed narratives and evoke emotional experiences through its dis-
tinctive qualities as a medium of artistic expression.

The exhibition features 12 fragrances spanning from the late 
19th century to the present day, ranging from Guerlain’s Jicky in 
1889 to Daniela Andrier’s Untitled in 2010. Each perfume is selected 
based on its innovative chemistry, influential impact, and ability 
to exemplify a particular aspect of olfactory artistic evolution. For 
example, Guerlain’s Jicky is included for its incorporation of synthetic 
molecules and pioneering role in shaping modern perfumery; while 
Thierry Mugler’s Angel is chosen for its bold and distinctive scent 
profile that challenged traditional notions of perfumery.

Concurrently, Burr associated each fragrance with an artistic 
genre when describing it. For example, he likened Aimé Guerlain’s 
Jicky to Romanticism, Francis Fabron’s L’Interdit to Abstract Expres-
sionism, Olivier Cresp’s Angel to Surrealism, Annie Buzantian and 
Alberto Morillas’s Pleasures to Photorealism. Through this approach, 
Burr provided a cultural and artistic context for each fragrance. In-
terestingly, the creation date of each perfume does not directly match 
the corresponding artistic genre, but rather reflects the curator’s sub-
jective interpretation and vision of the perfume.

Unlike exhibitions that display perfume bottles and packaging, 
“The Art of Scent” focuses solely on presenting the scents themselves. 
The exhibition excludes the perfume bottles and packaging designs 
from various eras, even though such designs are traditionally sub-
jects of study in arts and crafts as well as visual culture, and could 
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potentially be exhibited in a museum of arts and design. Burr chose 
to focus exclusively on the olfactory experience, viewing the designs 
and marketing materials as separate from the artistic essence of the 
fragrances. Additionally, she avoided using the term “perfume,” refer-
ring to it solely as “olfactory art.” In attempting to dissociate perfume 
from its commodity aspect, Burr stated: “It’s the same as the differ-
ence between a movie and a film. A movie is a commercial product, 
and a film is a work of art.”2

The exhibition is presented in two distinct areas. The main gallery 
space is dominated by 12 large concave dimples in white walls. As vis-
itors lean over each dimple, a motion detector senses their presence 
and emits a scent. The dimples in this exhibition are labeled with 
the perfume’s name and its creator. The dimples are connected to 12 
scent dispensers behind the walls. These dispensers use technology 
developed by Scentcommunication to release a burst of scent over 
four seconds when motion is detected. Yet this scent release does not 
permeate the entire gallery space with a jumble of perfume scents. 
According to Burr, the air circulation will interact with the scent oil 
formulation, which means the scents vanish almost instantly once 
they are diffused.3 By delivering scents in this controlled manner, 
this approach provides visitors with an engaging and immersive ex-
perience. Additionally, visitors can use an interactive touchscreen to 
explore the individual notes and ingredients in each fragrance.

Separately from the main exhibition, in another space, the 12 per-
fumes are presented on transparent plates. This display allows vis-
itors to sample the top, middle, and base notes by dipping labeled 
blotters. Visitors can also apply the perfumes directly to experience 
how the scents blend with their bodies. However, this display meth-
od is reminiscent of how fragrances are presented in perfume shops, 

2	 Mary Orlin, “Scent as Pure Art,” HuffPost, November 30, 2012, accessed May 5, 2024,  
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/museum-of-arts-and-design-perfume_b_2193247.

3 Orlin, “Scent as Pure Art.”

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/museum-of-arts-and-design-perfume_b_2193247
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while practical for experiencing the fragrances, presents an interest-
ing contrast to the main exhibition’s artistic focus.

This exhibition presents a clear statement that perfume, a product 
of commercialism, can have a place in a modern art museum and be 
considered an art form.

Interestingly, Burr associated the famous Chanel No.5 with Mod-
ernism. She credited Chanel No.5’s perfumer, Ernest Beaux, with 
creating “the greatest work of Modernism ever created in the medi-
um of scent.” And, “Beaux’s first major work in the Modernist style 
appeared eight years before Mies van der Rohe’s first major Mod-
ernist work of architecture.”4 Chanel No. 5 is the world’s first per-
fume formula to use synthetic floral aldehydes as its main ingredi-
ent, breaking away from the previous generation of perfumes based 
on natural ingredients such as a single floral essence or animalic 
musk, and ushering in an era of predominantly synthetic chemi-
cal fragrances. With over a hundred years of successful sales and 
influences, Chanel No.5 has become a benchmark in the perfume 
industry.5 However, these works exist at the intersection of artistic 
creation and commercial production.

An interesting complexity arises in Burr’s positioning of Chanel 
No.5 as a modernist work. In what field and context does she discuss 
the modernity of Chanel No.5? Her interpretation crosses traditional 
genre boundaries. In terms of pure art, Chanel No.5 is undoubtedly 
an iconic scent of consumerism. This would seem to contradict Burr’s 
positioning of it as modernist, as consumerism is the very antithe-
sis of the modernist ideals discussed by Clement Greenberg in his 
essay “Avant Garde and Kitsch.”6 According to the definition of mod-
ernist architecture, Chanel No.5’s industrial and utilitarian design is 

4 Orlin, “Scent as Pure Art.”

5 More information about Chanel No. 5, see Tilar J Mazzeo and Liz de Nesnera, 
The Secret of Chanel No. 5: The Intimate History of the World’s Most Famous Per-
fume (Harper New York, 2010).

6 Clement Greenberg, “Avant Garde and Kitsch,” The Partisan Review (1939): 34–
49.



The Profits of Smell

109

consistent with Mies van der Rohe, whose work Burr also referenced. 
As a matter of fact, perfume, or scent, is an entirely different concept 
from architecture. However, one could argue that the combination 
of consumption, industrial, and utilitarian characteristics in Chanel 
No.5 fits better with the definition of postmodernism.

In Aroma, Constance Classen discussed how our sense of smell is 
constantly being transformed by commodification and artificial fra-
grances, thus gradually showing signs of postmodernity. She argued 
that postmodernity was a culture of the present, of imitation and 
simulation, driven by consumer capitalism. For the sense of smell, 
its individual, local, artificial, and transient characteristics transcend 
borders and link disparate categories. These characteristics are anti-
thetical to modernism yet match the definition of postmodernism.7 

In response to this postmodernist “art” that smells like money, 
Classen discussed the relationship between synthetic scents and 
modern commerce. Synthetic fragrances have been widely used in 
commercial marketing for decades. The scent of a product can have a 
direct impact on consumers’ emotions, which in turn may influence 
their purchasing decisions. The connection between scent and emo-
tion is well understood by consumers, and businesses have taken ad-
vantage of this knowledge.8 Olfactory psychology has been applied in 
modern business to the creation of perfumes and smells that are spe-
cifically designed to evoke certain emotions and enhance the overall 
experience of a product. As an example, the fragrances in clothing 
stores are often designed to stimulate purchase and to enhance brand 
recognition, while laundries usually have a fresh scent, which makes 
people feel clean.9

On the other hand, in contemporary business culture, there ex-
ists an “olfactory code system” that is widely accepted by the general 

7 Constance Classen, David Howes, and Anthony Synnott, Aroma: The Cultural 
History of Smell (Taylor & Francis, 1994), 203–205.

8 Classen, Aroma, 182–197. 

9 Classen, Aroma, 192.
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public as an underlying consensus.10 This implies that many smells 
have been coded to express meanings that most people are familiar 
with. For this reason, the aroma of lemon in a detergent “tells” the 
consumer that it is effective in removing grease, while the aroma of 
mint in toothpaste implies fresh breath. Coffee-scented toothpaste 
or rose-scented detergent are rare occurrences, as most consumers 
do not perceive these smells as appropriate for such products. These 
olfactory codes are so ingrained in our consumer culture that compa-
nies exploit them to manipulate consumer perceptions of their prod-
ucts, thereby increasing corporate profits. 

Thus, at this level, our exposure to the many scents in modern 
society is associated with consumption, the conveyance of perceived 
benefits, the consensus around certain notions, and the fulfillment 
of specific functions. In other words, these artificial scents are them-
selves manifestations of the smell of money. From the standpoint of 
consumer psychology, a perfume’s aroma is often associated with 
wealth and prosperity. According to an executive at International 
Flavors and Fragrances Inc., “the poorer the malnutritioned are, the 
more likely they are to spend a disproportionate amount of whatever 
they have…on some simple luxury.”11 It is not uncommon for ordinary 
people to seek substitutes to satisfy their desire for prosperity and 
wealth,12 even if the substitute only creates a fleeting aesthetic enjoy-
ment. Hence, for many, perfume represents an affordable luxury that 
provides a pleasurable experience.

However, for these gains, deodorization that eliminates one’s own 
body odor to avoid interfering with the perception of ambient fra-
grances is a prerequisite. The use of deodorant products eliminates 
the body’s natural scent, allowing synthetic fragrances to construct 
a new olfactory profile. French artist Boris Raux has created a series 
of works that represent self-portraits of different individuals. Each 

10 Classen, Aroma, 194.

11 Classen, Aroma, 181. 

12 Ibid.
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participant was requested to show the artist the toiletries they use dai-
ly, and Raux visited their homes to photograph them. Soap, perfume, 
deodorant, toothpaste, facial cleanser ... Bottles and jars are neatly ar-
ranged in rows in the most intimate of spaces, forming a unique type 
of still life painting that is orderly, serious, and stereotypical. How-
ever, the implied smells behind each item reflect the very different 
lives and character traits of each individual, imbuing the images with 
a certain symbolic meaning, as in vanitas—for example, the scant re-
maining toothpaste and soap seeming to indicate the passing of time.

Although Raux does not directly present smells as self-portraits, 
the still life compositions with their “significant forms” still evoke 
for viewers the fragrances of those daily toiletries. Meanwhile, these 
subtle suggestions stimulate viewers to further imagine the physical 
details and portrayal of the individuals using these products. On the 
other hand, the viewer is also encouraged to picture the supplies in 
their own bathroom, the smells they emit, and how they would like to 
be portrayed by this potential olfactory representation.

However, the human figure and body are absent in this work, even 
though the work reveals the body as well as intimacy. Perhaps this 
is due to the paradoxical nature of the human body. It is the most 
intimate part of our being, yet also the part over which we have the 
least control. In this self-portrait of smell, each body’s own scent is 
masked, removed, and then reshaped by other artificial fragranc-
es. The self-portrait is curated by each individual, yet it is not a true 
reflection of that individual. The artificial image presented is para-
doxical. It is not an individual-specific smell, as described in Patrick 
Süskind’s novel Perfume, but rather an image generated by instruc-
tions given to the perfume industry. Visually, each bottle, each object 
represents a pixel in this image—a scientific, rational, and ordered 
image, but also a synthetic, commercial, and virtual one.

Raux’s work also reflects, to some extent, certain perspectives on 
perfume and cosmetic research at this stage, particularly examining 
them as visual or material culture, with a greater emphasis on images 
and words. In Grasse and Paris, France, there are perfume museums 



Chapter 4

112

that display artifacts, advertisements, and designs of perfume con-
tainers, along with historical information about perfumes, people, 
and anecdotes. From these images and textual elements, we can ex-
plore what messages are expressed through the language and visuals 
used in perfumery advertising, along with their cultural, class, gen-
der, and power implications. Moreover, it is impossible to examine the 
design and aesthetics of perfumery products without considering the 
commodity qualities and consumer culture surrounding perfumes. 
These ideas seem to have become somewhat stereotypical in material 
and visual culture studies. However, the “olfactory information code” 
ascribed to perfumes may also stem from the research methodolo-
gies used.

In today’s world, the question of whether perfume can be classi-
fied as an “olfactory art” form is perhaps more acceptable. In addition 
to viewing perfume culture through the perspective of material and 
visual culture, there are also innovative explorations within the field 
of scent, expanding the boundaries of “olfactory art.” The Institute 
for Art and Olfaction, a non-profit organization based in Los Angeles, 
annually presents The Art and Olfaction Awards to recognize excel-
lence in the field of olfactory art.13 The awards are divided into cat-
egories such as Independent Perfume Artisan, Handmade Perfume, 
Experimental Art, and Olfactory Culture, which honor independent 
fragrance creations outside of commercial perfumery, perfumes cre-
ated using natural fragrances and ingredients, artworks involving ol-
faction, and achievements that have contributed to the use and devel-
opment of smells in the cultural and visual realms, respectively. This 
reflects how the art of fragrance has been categorized and perceived 
by modern society.

Anicka Yi further bridges the artistic and commodity aspects of 
perfume. In collaboration with perfumer Barnabé Fillion, Yi has cre-
ated a series of fragrances called Biography to create more concrete 

13 See its official website. “The Institute for Art and Olfaction,” The Institute for Art 
and Olfaction, accessed May 5, 2024, https://artandolfaction.com/.

https://artandolfaction.com/
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representations of personal identity through smell.14 Simple am-
poules containing fragrances are placed in transparent resin cubes 
embedded with insects (flies, ladybugs, ants). Presently, this series 
consists of three perfumes, each representing a different story about 
a woman. 

“Radical Hopelessness” is based on Hatshepsut, the second fe-
male pharaoh of Egypt, a wise, courageous ruler who disguised 
herself as a man to preserve her throne. Even though a campaign 
similar to the ancient Roman practice of Damnatio Memoriae (con-
demnation of memory) was conducted after her death to erase her 
from history, documentation of her splendor remains. The perfume 
contains spicy scents, including pink pepper, juniper, and carda-
mom, with sandalwood and patchouli providing a relatively thick 
and soothing base. 

“Shigenobu Twilight” pays homage to Fusako Shigenobu, a 20th-
century Japanese left-wing activist. She was deported to Lebanon, 
where she joined the Palestinian guerrilla army along with her father. 
Throughout her more than 30 years of exile in the Middle East, she 
continued radical activism against imperialism and the Japanese 
Emperor. In addition to a woody cedar base, this fragrance blends 
grapefruit, shiso leaf, black pepper, thyme, and frankincense. 

A fictional woman in “Beyond Skin” is designed by artificial intel-
ligence, following Yi’s previous works representing the relationship 
between bacteria and women. The fragrance imagines a system that 
preserves both individual and collective histories of the female or-
ganism in a single scent, an archive and network. Reflecting its mul-
tifaceted nature, the perfume combines characteristics of machine, 
human, animal, and plant.

Yi’s perfumes are available for public sale. As such, Biography is 
not only an artwork but also a commodity, embracing perfume’s dual 

14 See the official website of the Biography perfume. “Biograpy Fragrance by Anicka 
Yi,” Biography Fragrance, https://www.biographyfragrance.com/stories, accessed 
May 5, 2024.

https://www.biographyfragrance.com/stories


Chapter 4

114

attributes as “olfactory art.” Yi creates olfactory narratives and por-
traits through bottle design and fragrance. When worn, a perfume 
transforms into a deeply personal symbol of identity, a representation 
of their biography.

As an olfactory medium, perfume plays a central role in mod-
ern society. It is not merely an essential vehicle for smell-mediated 
works, but also a creative and highly personal mode of self-expres-
sion. On one hand, perfume possesses a distinct commodity qual-
ity inextricably tied to consumerism. Using olfactory psychology 
principles, perfume has become as a powerful tool in contempo-
rary business practices for crafting brand identities and influencing 
consumer behavior. On the other hand, perfume aids individuals 
in constructing and expressing their unique personal identities. A 
perfume’s aroma can delineate one’s image, demeanor, tastes, aes-
thetics, and state of living and spirituality. It is perfume that con-
cretizes the abstract notion of scent and the myriad connotations it 
embodies. With the evolution of smell-mediated works and perfum-
ery over the past two decades, this distinctive olfactory medium has 
transcended the postmodern categorization of perfume proposed 
by Classen in 1994. We may need to approach it from a more multi-
dimensional perspective.

﻿

 4.2  The Cultivation of the Individual: Fragrance and 
Incense Practices in East Asia

East Asian cultures articulate an entirely different “art of smell” in 
which scents take center stage. The Japanese have developed a more 
ritualized method of appreciating incense called Kodo. For over a 
millennium, incense has been closely associated with artistic cre-
ation and appreciation in China. In these cultural contexts, incense 
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practices are deeply rooted in artistic and social rituals, rather than 
being centered on individual corporeal concerns, deodorization tech-
niques, and social power structures.

As early as the 12th century in China, incense burning was re-
garded as one of the four most esteemed artistic pursuits in people’s 
lives, alongside painting, tea ceremony, and flower arrangement.15 
The historical economic data on incense can offer a glimpse into the 
popularity of this practice. For instance, in 1136, tax revenue from 
incense accounted for one-tenth of the total national tax income.16 By 
1159, this proportion had risen to 24%.17

Moreover, traditional Chinese painting and calligraphy creations 
were imbued with traces of various fragrances on a physical level, not 
merely metaphorical. Since the Tang Dynasty, fragrant woods such as 
agarwood bark were used to produce incense paper,18 while aromatic 
materials like musk and borneol were incorporated into ink making.19 
Consequently, many artworks from various periods intrinsically car-
ried their unique olfactory qualities.

Furthermore, literati deliberately burned incense while appreci-
ating paintings and calligraphy works, cultivating an olfactory ambi-
ance for heightened sensory experience. Different types of paintings 

15 Wu Zimu 吳自牧 (ca. 13th century), Mengliang lu 夢梁錄 (Dream of Liang) vol.19. 
Reprinted in Zhibuzu zhai congshu 知不足齋叢書, 19th century. Chinese Text 
Project, https://ctext.org/library.pl?if=gb&file=86984&page=71, accessed May 5, 
2024. 

16 Li Xinzhuan 李心傳 (1167–1244), Jianyan yilai xinian yaolu 建炎以來系年要錄 
(The Significant Records after the year of Jianyan) vol. 104. (Taipei: Shangwu 
yinshuguan, 1975), 437.

17 The detailed discussion on incense trade in the Song dynasty, see Liu Jingmin 劉
靜敏, Songdai xiangpu zhi yanjiu 宋代香譜之研究 (Studies on Incense Books in 
the Song Dynasty) (Taipei: Wenshizhe chubanshe, 2007), 143–147.

18 See Liu Xun 劉恂, Lingbiao luyi 嶺表錄異 vol. 2. Wuyingdian juzhen Edition 武英
殿聚珍版. Chinese Text Project, https://ctext.org/library.pl?if=gb&file=102243& 
page=44&remap=gb, accessed May 5, 2024.

19 Besides aesthetic considerations, incense in ink sticks could also serve as preserva-
tives or could cover up their original stinky smells.

https://ctext.org/library.pl?if=gb&file=86984&page=71
https://ctext.org/library.pl?if=gb&file=102243&page=44&remap=gb
https://ctext.org/library.pl?if=gb&file=102243&page=44&remap=gb
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were even paired with burning distinct incense varieties, enhancing 
olfactory comprehension. Unfortunately, after centuries have passed, 
the fragrances once permeated into the paper and silk artworks have 
dissipated. Brief literary mentions and the ubiquitous depictions of 
incense burning in paintings offer glimpses into tracing the multi-
sensory aspect behind the appreciation of these works.

For instance, the 17th century painter Chen Hongshou vividly 
depicted the role of olfaction in artistic creation and appreciation in 
his work The Scholar Instructing Ladies (Figure 4.1). A male schol-
ar wearing a long gown sits sternly behind a stone table, his gaze 
fixed upon two female students. The student below is appreciating 
the painting before her while inhaling the fragrance from a burn-
ing censer. On the right, another student holds a vase of plum blos-
soms, seemingly savoring the same artwork. This scene captures a 
moment where olfaction, vision, and perception collectively partake 
in artistic appreciation. Intriguingly, the two ladies employ distinct 
olfactory aids—one natural floral scent, the other artificial blended 
incense.

Generally, such artificially blended incense was a mixture of her-
baceous and woody plants, occasionally incorporating animal musk. 
These incense mixtures were commonly shaped into pellets, cakes, 
or cones for burning purposes. The blended incense powder was also 
sometimes pressed into specialized molds, creating “incense seals” of 
specific shapes, or formed into stick incense burned during rituals, 
religious ceremonies, or for timekeeping (see Chapter 5).

Moreover, incense burning was not merely an auxiliary task rel-
egated to lowly servants, but an integral artistic practice performed 
by the literati themselves, comparable to a bass or drum player’s role 
in a modern band. A colophon on the 12th–16th century painting 
Lady Wenji’s Return to Han (Figure 4.2) recreates such a collabora-
tive process. It chronicles a group appreciation session on October 15, 
1591, with the influential 16th–17th century artist and scholar Dong 
Qichang (1555–1636) undertaking incense burning duties. His su-
pervisor and mentor Han Shineng (1528–1598) led this viewing, 
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Figure 4.1  Chen Hongshou 陳洪綬. A Scholar Instructing Girl Pupils in the Arts 授
徒圖. ca. 1646. Color on silk. 46*90.4 cm. Berkeley Art Museum and Pacific Film 
Archive. Image in the Public Domain.

Figure 4.2  Attributed to Li Tang 李唐;inscription by Han Shineng 韓式能. Lady 
Wenji’s Return to Han文姬歸漢圖. Inscription 1591. Ink and color on silk/paper. 
50.2*33.9 cm; 50.3*34.1 cm. ©️Taipei Palace Museum 001114.
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describing the entire process in inscribed remarks adorning the 
painting.20

In those eras, the eyes alone proved insufficient for complete ar-
tistic appreciation. The nose participated in cognition and compre-
hension of artworks. Accompanied by natural florals and artificial 
incense fumes, viewers were immersed in a novel multisensory expe-
rience, constructing an aesthetic unique from modern sensibilities. 
One could posit that they transposed the visual language through in-
cense, establishing an olfactory narrative. This narrative was partic-
ipatory and social, distinct from solitary meditation. The fragrances 
that once adhered to paper and silk have long dissipated. Modern 
museum displays, with their sterile and isolated presentation, effec-
tively erase the rich multisensory narratives once integral to artistic 
appreciation. Thus, we can hardly recreate personal olfactory trans-
positions and narratives.

The social nature of the art of incense is reflected not only in col-
laborative and artistic activities but also in incense production itself. 
At least in the 11th and 12th centuries, making incense was a pastime 
undertaken by the literati themselves. Sharing and exchanging reci-
pes and insights into fragrances is akin to a modern-day conversation 
about cooking and cuisine.

For example, The Yingxiang Recipe 嬰香方 (Figure 4.3) is a cal-
ligraphy work created by Huang Tingjian 黃庭堅 (1045–1105), a re-
nowned 11th century scholar and artist. Yet this work, considered art 
today, is a note that the artist himself penned to a friend. Comprising 

20 Han mentioned that when he brought this painting to the government office, his 
disciples (Tao Wanglin, Jiao Gong, Wang Kentang, and Liu Yuening) appreciated 
the painting with him. Huang Hui prepared ink for him, and Dong Qichang 
served incense. See inscriptions on Lady Wenji’s Return to China 文姬歸漢圖 at-
tributed to Li Tang 李唐, Taipei Palace Museum. The original text is: “餘每攜
至公署，教息督課之餘，常披玩之。時同觀者，門人陶望齡、焦竑、王肯堂、劉曰
寧。為餘和墨作字者黃輝，焚香從事者董其昌。執筆者世能也。時萬曆辛卯十
月十五日.”
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Figure 4.3  Huang Tingjian 黃庭堅. The Yingxiang Recipe 制嬰香方帖. 1086–1093. 
Ink on Paper. 28.9*37.7 cm. ©Taipei Palace Museum.

merely 81 characters, this artwork documents the recipe for making 
a specific incense variety, the Yingxiang.

 “Ying Xiang, 120 grams agarwood (pulverized), 16 grams clove 
(pulverized), 28 grams borneol (ground separately), 12 grams musk 
(ground separately), 4 grams turbo cornutus solander (pulverized), 
[all materials] ground evenly. Add 20 grams mirabilite, then grind 
evenly. Add 240 grams honey, stir well. Store in a cool place for one 
month. Form into balls the size of chicken heads. I only recall these. 
If different from the recipe, I shall write another note.”21

Interestingly, Huang did make a mistake in the recipe. It is un-
known whether he wrote another note to correct the omission of  

21 The original text is: 嬰香，角沈三兩末之，丁香四錢末之，龍腦七錢別研，麝香三
錢別研，治弓甲香壹錢末之，右都研勻。入牙消半兩，再研勻。入煉蜜六兩，和
勻。蔭一月取出，丸作雞頭大。略記得如此，候檢得冊子，或不同，別錄去。
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20 grams of sandalwood, as shown in Song Dynasty incense recipes. 
Or perhaps Huang adapted the prevailing Yingxiang recipe to his 
personal preference. Without sandalwood’s strong and somber notes, 
the Yingxiang incense takes on a lighter and sweeter tone. 

Huang Tingjian and his great artist friends (the most influential 
scholars of that era) were enthusiastic about conducting their own 
experiments blending fragrances. They shared their personalized 
incense creations while appreciating paintings, using poetry to de-
scribe their experiments and olfactory musings. For instance, the 
incense named “fanhun mei” (Returning Soul Plum) by Huang origi-
nated from a painting appreciation he had with his monk friend Hui-
hong. The monk lit an incense whose recipe was developed by their 
mutual friend Su Shi from a gift he had received.22 The name not 
only recorded Huang’s olfactory sensation—that the scent invigorated 
him—but also reflected the associative connection between olfaction 
and vision.

Notably, the “plum” in the name derived from the painting ac-
tivity, not the incense ingredients. Composed of agarwood, cloves, 
curcuma, tea leaves, musk, starch, and white honey, it contained no 
plum blossoms.23 Moreover, the blended aroma bore no direct rela-
tion to actual plum flower scents. These 11th-century artists did not 
seek to imitate natural fragrances like modern perfumers. Rather, 
they aimed to express personal sentiments and thoughts arising from 
the interplay of vision and smell. This perhaps motivated their con-
stant incense blending and integration of smell into art appreciation 
for enriched experiences. Another Huang and Su anecdote further 
illustrates this.

22	Chen Jing 陳敬 (ca. 13th century), “hanweigong nongmeixiang” 韓魏公濃梅香 
(The strong plum blossom incense of Hanweigong), in Chenshi xiangpu 陳氏香譜 
(Chen’s Incense Book) vol. 3. Reprinted in Siku Quanshu 四庫全書 子部九 譜錄
類. 1778. Accessed May 5, 2024. https://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if=gb&chapter=989464  
(Section 3–4). 

23 Ibid.

https://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if=gb&chapter=989464


The Profits of Smell

121

In 1086, Huang wrote two poems to Su describing his joy burning 
“wensi xiang” (Heard and Thought) incense in a duck-shaped censer. 
Su responded with a poem explaining the Buddhist name origins—
after hearing and contemplating the Buddha’s teachings, one should 
practice.24 Su believed the Way was not attained merely through 
listening and thought, but could be approached via smell.25 Indeed, 
the Surangama Sutra describes the arahant Fragrance Supreme 
acquiring truth through smell.26 Su’s interpretation on “Heard and 
Thought” incense embodied the traditional Chinese cultural view of 
incense—both an olfactory delight and a means to elevate cognition 
and self-cultivation. It helped transform sensory pleasure into intel-
lectual and spiritual growth.

The Japanese incense ceremony perpetuates the role of incense 
in the spirit and mind in a different manner. The history of Japanese 
incense ceremonies is closely intertwined with the spread of Bud-
dhism. Around the 7th and 8th centuries, agarwood was introduced 
to Japan from China alongside Buddhism. Historical records indicate 
that agarwood was first used for Buddhist rituals during the Nara 
period (710–794) in the 8th century. In later times, however, the art 
of incense became infused with Japanese local culture, developing 
into a distinctive incense ceremony. During the 15th century, Shogun 

24 “概指內典中從聞思修之意,” Zhou Jiazhou 周嘉胄 (1582–ca.1659), “Xiang-
shi bielu” 香事別錄 (Incense anecdotes), in Xiang sheng 香乘 (The His-
tory of Incense) vol. 12. Reprinted in Siku Quanshu 四庫全書 子部九 譜
錄類一 器物之屬, 1778. Chinese Text Project. Accessed May 5, 2024.  
https://ctext.org/library.pl?if=gb&file=1000070&page=93. 

25	 Su Shi 蘇軾 (1037–1101), Su Shi Shiji 蘇軾詩集 (The Anthology of Su Shi) 
vol. 28. Annotated by Wang Wengao 王文浩 and Kong Fanli 孔凡禮 (Beijing: 
Zhonghua shuju, 1982), 1477. The original poem is: 《和黄鲁直烧香二首》: 四
句烧香偈子，随香遍满东南。不是闻思所及，且令鼻观先参。万卷明窗小字，眼
花只有斓斑。一炷烟消火冷，半生身老心闲。

26	“Xiangchen yuantong xiangyan tongzi” 香塵圓通香嚴童子, in Lengyan jing 楞嚴
經 (Surangama Sutra) vol.2. Reprinted by Jinling kejingchu 金陵刻經處, 1869. 
Chinese Text Project. https://ctext.org/library.pl?if=gb&file=109047&page=225 
(page 225–226), accessed May 5, 2024.

https://ctext.org/library.pl?if=gb&file=1000070&page=93
https://ctext.org/library.pl?if=gb&file=109047&page=225
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Ashikaga Yoshimasa (1443–1490) requested Sanjonishi Sanetaka to 
categorize the incense in use at that time, laying the foundation for 
formalizing the incense ceremony. In this regard, Ashikaga Yoshima-
sa is considered the father of the incense ceremony.27

Japanese incense ceremonies primarily focus on appreciating 
the aroma of agarwood rather than blending various aromatics. The 
classification of agarwood in an incense ceremony is based on “six 
countries and five scents.”28 Agarwood from six regions exhibits five 
characteristics: sweet, sour, bitter, spicy, and salty. These regions 
correspond to present-day Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia, India, and 
Indonesia. Despite differing origins, the odor variations are subtle 
since they all derive from agarwood. The ability to distinguish and 
determine whether an agarwood is superior can only be achieved by 
a trained nose, similar to how a modern sommelier tastes wines from 
different regions and vintages.

In Japan, this “art of incense” is highly ritualized and regulated, 
with different schools emerging. Incense ceremonies generally take 
place indoors.29 Participants kneel on tatami mats in a specific or-
der. The ceremony is conducted by a host who selects several types of 
agarwood and places each on a mica sheet. Charcoal briquettes are 
heated and carefully placed beneath the ash in the incense burner. 
The mica sheet with agarwood is then placed atop the incense ash. 
As the charcoal briquettes gradually increase in temperature, aro-
ma is released across the ash. The incense burner is passed among 

27 See an English introduction of Japanese Kodo in David Pybus’s book. David 
Pybus, Kodo: The Way of Incense: Explore the Mysteries and Traditions of the Ancient 
Zen Japanese Incense Ceremony (Tuttle, 2001). And also see a documentary film by 
British director Janus Avivson. Janus Avivson, Kodo: The Art of Japanese Incense, 2007, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wpDb5LhvvSM&ab_channel=AvivsonFilms, 
accessed May 5, 2024.

28 See the term 六国五味in a Japanese comprehensive online database コトバン
ク. 小項目事典,世界大百科事典, “六国五味(りっこくごみ),” コトバンク, ac-
cessed May 5, 2024, https://kotobank.jp/word/%E5%85%AD%E5%9B%B�-
D%E4%BA%94%E5%91%B3-148955.

29 See Lafcadio Hearn, In Ghostly Japan (Little, Brown and Company, 1899), 19–45.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wpDb5LhvvSM&ab_channel=AvivsonFilms
https://kotobank.jp/word/%E5%85%AD%E5%9B%BD%E4%BA%94%E5%91%B3-148955
https://kotobank.jp/word/%E5%85%AD%E5%9B%BD%E4%BA%94%E5%91%B3-148955
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participants, who smell the scents in prescribed positions. Following 
several agarwood samplings, each participant writes down how many 
distinct incense varieties they detected or if a particular incense was 
smelled first. The host determines the answers.

The ceremony, akin to a game, requires extensive specialized 
training, with most practitioners undergoing several years of instruc-
tion. Their skills include charcoal burning, temperature control, in-
cense burning gestures, as well as knowledge and identification of 
agarwood and fragrances. Incense ceremonies are also highly de-
manding for participants, who must maintain disciplined posture to 
discern subtle scent differences in a quiet environment. It is through 
this ceremony that the participant can attain a state of “meditation” 
on the scent. As participants concentrate on the incense fragrance, 
their senses become heightened and their spirits purified.

During the Muromachi Period (1336–1573), the Japanese incense 
ceremony developed the “Ten Virtues of Kō,”30 which summarizes the 
benefits of incense for people. The following is the most intuitive way 
to describe the benefits of smell at the micro level:

Sharpen the senses. 
Purify the mind and body. 
Remove mental or spiritual “pollutants”. 
Help one sleep. 
Heal feelings of loneliness. 
Create harmony even under stress. 
Remain unobtrusive even in abundance. 
Satisfy, even in small quantities.
Does not decay even over centuries.
Cause no harm with daily use.

30 See the term 香の十徳 in a Japanese comprehensive online databaseコトバンク. 
世界大百科事典, “香の十徳(こうのじっとく),” コトバンク 株式会社平凡社, ac-
cessed May 5, 2024, https://kotobank.jp/word/%E9%A6%99%E3%81%AE%E
5%8D%81%E5%BE%B3-1315183.

https://kotobank.jp/word/%E9%A6%99%E3%81%AE%E5%8D%81%E5%BE%B3-1315183
https://kotobank.jp/word/%E9%A6%99%E3%81%AE%E5%8D%81%E5%BE%B3-1315183
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As part of the Buddhist tradition, aromas are widely recognized in 
China and Japan for their ability to purify the spirit and heal the 
body. Incense burning is essential to Buddhist rituals, believed to 
assist people in practicing, eliminating worries, and realizing their 
inner purity and liberation. The aroma symbolizes the universal illu-
mination of Buddha’s teachings and expresses the believer’s admira-
tion and offerings. Therefore, aroma serves as a medium connecting 
people with Buddha, people with others, and people with nature.

Montien Boonma, a Thai artist influenced by Buddhism, explored 
the role scent plays in purifying the mind through his installations. 
In Temple of the Mind, the artist stacked terracotta-colored wooden 
boxes soaked in herbs into the shape of a stupa, inside which hang 18 
copper bells also soaked in herbs. A semi-open structure that provides 
a peaceful atmosphere for meditation and reflection. As a sanctuary 
from reality, the temple offers visitors a sense of healing and escape. 
Upon entering the stupa, visitors are enveloped by the sound of brass 
bells and the scent of herbs, promoting spiritual healing. Boonma’s 
work is consistently influenced by themes such as pain, healing, and 
spiritual liberation, reflecting his and his wife’s long history of ill-
ness. The aromas become symbols of religious practice for Boonma.

 4.3  Macro-attribution: Capitalism as a “Miasma” in 
Modern Society 

From a macro perspective, what do we gain by being open to smells? 
This is a relatively complex question with both positive and negative 
aspects—the benefits come at a cost. Costs differ from the risks dis-
cussed earlier. Risk measures uncertainty, i.e., expected losses, and 
typically acts as a divisor when attempting to predict gains. Cost, on 
the other hand, measures certainty, or realized losses, and is usually 
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deducted from the calculation of returns. Thus, cost becomes a very 
important consideration in our calculation of macro returns.

Economists William Nordhaus and James Tobin developed the 
concept of Net Economic Welfare, which means that at the macro lev-
el, we cannot solely rely on Gross National Product (GNP) to calculate 
a society’s economic welfare, but need to subtract the costs of nega-
tive events such as pollution, crime, and congestion.31 This concretely 
explores the relationship between economic growth and social wel-
fare, and the calculation of benefits and costs at the macro level. It 
provides a theoretical framework for understanding the benefits of 
smells at the macro level.

Both the 19th-century deodorization movement in Europe and 
the contemporary smellscapes prevalent in modern cities reflect the 
dual purposes of odor exposure: enabling economic development and 
pursuing social progress. However, while the micro-level perspective 
focuses on the positive effects and benefits of odor exposure, this 
macro-level discussion necessitates considering the potential costs 
or trade-offs involved. In other words, what factors should be sub-
tracted from the equation? Ultimately, the key question is whether 
the net impact of odor exposure yields an overall positive or negative 
outcome.

In Vermeer’s Hat: The Seventeenth Century and the Dawn of the 
Global World, historian Timothy Brook examined how the world in 
the 17th century changed from isolation to contact, and finally to a 
network of exchanges, propelled by global trade.32 A significant part 
of the discussion was shaped by the circulation of maps, silver coins, 
hats, and other objects depicted in Johannes Vermeer’s three works. 
Brook argued that the 17th century was a crucial period in world his-
tory, when global trade and cultural exchange transformed the world 

31 William Nordhaus and James Tobin, “Is Growth Obsolete?” Economic Research: 
Retrospect and Prospect 5 (1972).

32 Timothy Brook, Vermeer’s Hat: The Seventeenth Century and the Dawn of the Glob-
al World (Profile Books, 2010).
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as we know it today. He also contended that the paintings of Vermeer 
and other Dutch artists of that period capture the essence of this mo-
ment, framing a transitory point in an ever-changing world.

The globalized world constructed by Dutch artists in the 17th cen-
tury was merely the beginning. Sven Beckert’s book Empire of Cot-
ton: A Global History also illustrates the mapping of the global econ-
omy, trade activities, and the development of capitalism in terms of 
goods circulation.33 Beckert discussed how capitalism, originating in 
Europe, developed into a global trade system through cotton. It has 
not only created the North-South divide in today’s world economy but 
has also irreversibly altered human behavior. Beyond an economic 
phenomenon, the expansion of the cotton empire is also indicative of 
globalization. The capitalist economic order involves the vast majority 
of the global population, with some as beneficiaries and others as vic-
tims. Some embraced it willingly, while others were forced to accept it.

Beckert also provided a more in-depth discussion of capitalism. 
Traditionally, Marxist historiography emphasized “industrial capital-
ism” and sometimes even equated it with capitalism. Beckert further 
differentiated and refined the development of capitalism and charac-
teristics by introducing the concepts of “war capitalism” and “global 
capitalism.” Prior to the 18th and 19th centuries’ industrial capital-
ism, war capitalism reflected the evolution of the capitalist economy 
through war and plunder. Global capitalism refers to the capitalist 
economic system that operated worldwide after the Industrial Revo-
lution, highlighting the interdependence of countries and regions as 
well as their economic ties.34

Regardless of the type of capitalism that develops, the flow of 
goods, or the establishment of relations between states, we cannot 
escape the reality that this is a world network built by the trade and 
economic system, and that no place is an island. The global trade 

33 Sven Beckert, Empire of Cotton: A Global History (Knopf Doubleday Publishing 
Group, 2014).

34	Beckert, Empire of Cotton, XV–XXI.
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network and economic circulation are unavoidable, regardless of the 
system. Economic reasoning and logic are indispensable when dis-
cussing any issue, whether political, military, cultural, or environ-
mental. Thus, on a macro level, what pervades the global network is 
essentially the smell of money, the smell of the economy, the smell 
of trade, and the smell of capital, as discussed in Chapter 2. We have 
also explored this metaphor in Tolaas’s exhibitions in previous chap-
ters, where the audience entering the smell of money which merges 
with various depictions, narratives, memories, and spatial arrange-
ments. All of this reflects the smell of Vermeer’s world as constructed 
by Brook, or the smell of the cotton empire as constructed by Beckert.

Colombian-born artist Oswaldo Maciá has created a series of works 
reflecting on capitalism and global migration. By introducing smells 
and sounds, he expands the boundaries of sculpture. The Forest of 
Balms (2021) is an olfactory-acoustic sculpture created for the Guate-
mala Biennale (Figure 4.4). It consists of both olfactory and acoustic 
sections. For the olfactory portion, the artist used fans and old clothes 
impregnated with Peruvian balsam, a favored spice since the Maya 
era. Peruvian balsam from the Myroxylon balsamum tree has been 
transported from Peru to Europe by Spanish colonizers since the 16th 
century. It became a vital import for European pharmaceutical and 
perfume industries. In this work, Peruvian balsam was extracted from 
a plantation in El Salvador by skilled workers. The aroma, while adher-
ing to old clothes, is also circulated throughout the room by two fans.

The installation also includes two speakers looping wind sounds 
the artist recorded in deserts worldwide, as well as pollinating in-
sect sounds from the Colombian rainforest. Through this sonic con-
text, Maciá recreates the Peruvian rainforest ecology where balsam 
grows, using nature as a metaphor to reveal the destructive attributes 
of colonization. Rainforests are never exposed to desert winds, whose 
strength contrasts with the faintness of insect songs. As balsam trees 
are cut down and commodified for the capitalist world, the fragile 
ecology of the rainforest has been swept away by outside winds and 
sands. Maciá’s work retells the “Cotton Empire” narrative, where the 
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smell of balsam is backed by the history of colonization, global trade 
networks, and the oppressed lives of plantation workers.

The clothes hanging in the gallery, representing colonized lives, 
form a powerful central element of the Forest of Balms. While the vi-
sual component carries strong anti-colonial implications, the olfacto-
ry and aural elements create a multisensory experience that enriches 
and deepens the work’s historical and social commentary. 

In New Cartographies of Smell Migration (Figure 4.5), Maciá 
expanded his narrative scope. While maintaining his critical exam-
ination of colonial histories, he broadened the perspective to include 
global ecological and economic systems. The work situates smell mi-
gration, rainforest ecology, and capitalist economic structures within 
a wider global context of human-nature relationships.

The New Cartographies of Smell Migration tells the same story as 
the Forest of Balms, but with smells and sounds taking center stage. 
The scent of Peruvian balsam is mounted on two white, movable, sus-
pended spheres the audience can touch and smell. The sounds of wind 

Figure 4.4  Oswaldo Maciá, The Forest of Balms, olfactory-acoustic sculpture, 
exhibited at the Guatemala Biennale, 2021. Photo by Byron Mármol.
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and insects play through 16 channels and speakers in the space. Large 
hand-drawn world maps attach to the gallery’s back wall, arranged 
from different angles with the artist’s notes and doodles—birds, in-
sects, wind directions, and odor trails. On one map, Maciá wrote 
“trade wind” in huge English letters across the Atlantic Ocean. And 
on the side of the map, he wrote “no wind, no smell.” He also included 
a sentence in Spanish, “You can smell the Anthropocene.”

According to the updated narrative, wind can be viewed as a met-
aphor for global trade, facilitating not just smell migration physically, 
but a more connected world and economy overall. The migration of the 
Peruvian balsam scent exemplifies a macro smellscape Maciá called 
the smell of the Anthropocene. Interestingly, commodities, trade, and 
maps take audiences back to Vermeer’s work, reliving global trade’s 
17th-century beginnings. Unlike 400 years ago, today’s audiences may 
not aspire to a novel world through maps and commodities but rather 
explore this macro smellscape to understand the global economic sys-
tem they inhabit, reflecting on its contributions and challenges.

The term Anthropocene seems to have become a widely used ex-
pression nowadays to discuss the human-environment relationship. 
This concept dates back to 2000 when proposed by chemist Paul 
Crutzen, highlighting the notion that human activity has impact-
ed Earth’s biology to such an extent that it marks a new geological 
era dominated by human influence.35 There is, however, controver-
sy about the acceptability of using the term to describe an era. On 
one hand, the anthropocentric approach to the relationship between 
humans and the natural ecosystem is arrogant, as humans are only 
a part of nature and not its dominant force. On the other hand, the 
term also implies that human beings, or human nature, are respon-
sible for ecological crises. Yet the truth may be more complex and 
cannot be simply attributed.36 

35	 P. J. Crutzen, “The ‘Anthropocene,’” Journal de Physique IV (Proceedings) 12, no. 10 
(November 1, 2002): 1–5.

36 Donna Haraway, “Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene, Chthulucene: 
Making Kin,” Environmental Humanities 6, no. 1 (May 1, 2015): 159–65.
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Figure 4.5    Oswaldo Maciá, New Cartographies Of Smell Migration. 
Up: exhibited in the Site Santa Fe New Mexico US, 2021. Photo by Brandon Soder. 
Down: exhibited at kunsthalle Bremen, 2021. Photo by Franziska von den Driesch. 
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Maciá’s reference to the Anthropocene in discussing the global mi-
gration of Peruvian balsam opens up interesting theoretical connec-
tions. While the artist frames these dynamics within the discourse of 
the Anthropocene, his exploration of colonial trade routes, economic 
systems, and resource exploitation also resonates strongly with the 
theoretical framework of the Capitalocene.

The Capitalocene is one of the concepts that has replaced the An-
thropocene. The Capitalocene, similarly defining a geological epoch, 
identifies the capitalist system and mode of production as the sig-
nificant force impacting Earth’s ecosystems. This term was coined 
by geographer Andreas Malm in 2009, attributing the beginning of 
the Capitalocene to the use of coal as a fuel in 19th-century England. 
Additionally, Malm defined industrial capitalism as “maximizing ex-
change value and profit through fossil fuel production.”37 This con-
cept is further developed by philosopher Donna Haraway and geog-
rapher and historian Jason W. Moore. Moore, for example, pushed 
the beginning of the Capitalocene back to the 15th century, when Eu-
ropeans first arrived in the American continent. He argued that the 
capitalist economic system was based on perpetual territorial expan-
sion, leading to the establishment of a global trading system through 
colonization. A further consequence of capitalism’s profit-seeking 
nature is the commodification and exploitation of natural resources 
and human labor, altering the relationship between humans and the 
environment. The development of capitalism has involved the contin-
uous seizure of cheap natural resources and cheap labor forces, with 
“cheap nature” itself coming to an end.38

The Capitalocene concept tends to emphasize capitalism’s nega-
tive environmental impacts. This framework suggests that different 

37 Haraway, “Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene, Chthulucene: Making 
Kin,” 160.

38 Jason W. Moore, Anthropocene or Capitalocene?: Nature, History, and the Crisis of 
Capitalism (PM Press, 2016), 1–11, 78–114. Jason W. Moore, Capitalism in the 
Web of Life: Ecology and the Accumulation of Capital (Verso Books, 2015).
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iterations of capitalist production systems have contributed to pro-
gressive biosphere degradation.

When examining this critique of capitalism alongside historical 
shifts in olfactory understanding, interesting parallels appear. The 
way capitalism is characterized in Capitalocene discourse bears some 
similarities to historical patterns of attributing complex problems to 
single causes—whether it was the medieval attribution of problems 
to witchcraft or the 19th-century miasma theory during urbaniza-
tion (see Chapter 3). These historical examples suggest a recurring 
pattern in how societies approach complex challenges. When faced 
with multifaceted problems that resist simple solutions, there can be 
a tendency to seek unified explanatory frameworks. The evolution of 
human understanding of smells provides an instructive parallel to 
this phenomenon. Just as our understanding of olfactory phenomena 
has become more refined over time, future scholarship may develop 
richer and more detailed approaches to understanding the relation-
ship between economic systems and environmental change.

Two hundred years after the 19th-century deodorizing movement, 
Japanese artist Maki Ueda responds differently to the widely accept-
ed logic of “odor equals disease.” Prompted by the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, Ueda created the smell-mediated work Viral Parfum (Figure 4.6), 
consisting of six scents representing different virus variations. The 
six perfume bottles are named after six colors: sky blue, green, yel-
low, blue, white, and orange. The audience is invited to spray per-
fume throughout the darkened space. A special light can detect and 
identify where the “virus” has attached itself. “Viruses” are invisible 
in normal light but illuminated by black light, revealing their corre-
sponding colors. The six perfumes’ scents bear no connection to the 
Coronavirus. However, when combined, they evoke the smell of lilies, 
which the artist uses to honor and mourn the epidemic victims.

According to Ueda, the spread of smells through air is akin to vi-
rus transmission. The connection seems to date back 200 years, but 
Ueda treats it in a romantic manner. Her work implies no sense of 
panic or blame. On the contrary, it reveals that people assign an odor 
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to “virus.” This odor can be pleasant, beautiful, and even positive, 
reflecting how we perceive the human-environment relationship. Ad-
ditionally, viruses can exhibit visual splendor and spatial trajectories. 
There are many different types of viruses in the air, even though they 
do not have an odor and with unknown origins. This is the reality of 
human coexistence with the natural environment.

Additionally, Ueda has explored how smells contribute to 
global warming. Her 2020 project, Smells for the Paris Agreement 
(Figure 4.7), does not focus on who is responsible for global warming. 
Instead, she practically researched whether human perception of 
temperature is affected by smells. The work consists of two separate 
compartments maintained at the same temperature and humidity. 
One contains smells that make people feel cold, while the other 
has smells that make people feel warm. During the experiment, 
participants were asked to move between the two compartments 
to experience the impact of different aromas on temperature 
perception. The artist believes that aromas affect not only our nose 
but also our lungs, eyes, and other mucous membranes. Sometimes 
we experience a dry throat or cool lungs without realizing the sense 
of smell is at work.

Ueda also consulted with scientists for advice on the effects of 
specific aromatics on the trigeminal nervous system. Based on this, 
she formulated cool perfumes using ingredients like menthol, euca-
lyptol, thyme, citral, cinnamaldehyde, linalool, and methyl salicylate. 
The warm perfume contains black pepper, camphor, eugenol, papri-
ka extract, and methyl salicylate.39 The artist found that science and 
the perfume industry have different perceptions of what makes a fra-
grance hot or cold. For example, some ingredients can be both cold 
and warm, and the balance between these ingredients is essential; 

39 See Maki Ueda’s website. Maki Ueda, “Maki Ueda—Smells For The Paris Agree-
ment: Can Smells Contribute to Solving the Problems of Global Warming?” ac-
cessed May 5, 2024, https://www.ueda.nl/index.php?option=com_content&view= 
category&layout=blog&id=321&Itemid=896&lang=en.

https://www.ueda.nl/index.php?option=com_content&view=category&layout=blog&id=321&Itemid=896&lang=en
https://www.ueda.nl/index.php?option=com_content&view=category&layout=blog&id=321&Itemid=896&lang=en
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Figure 4.6  Maki Ueda, Viral Parfum, exhibited in the Städtische Galerie Bremen, 
2021. ©️Maki Ueda

Figure 4.7  Maki Ueda, Smells for the Paris Agreement, exhibited in the Mazda 100 
years anniversary, Paris, 2020. ©️Maki Ueda  
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linalool and cinnamaldehyde, used in cool fragrances, are often re-
garded as warm scents in perfumery; menthol is the essence of cool 
fragrances, but ineffective above 25 degrees Celsius. This work is 
more of an art-science experiment. Through different scents, Ueda 
seeks to reduce energy consumption by modulating human percep-
tion of temperature.

Whether the smell of a virus or temperature, Ueda constructs an 
alternative macro smellscape. Ueda does not attempt to promote a 
particular doctrine or ideology through her work, nor does she seek 
to create a confrontation between competing interests. She exhibits 
a strong practicality in her work, attempting to address universal 
issues from a scientific and neutral standpoint. The sense of smell 
helps us recognize problems, and scent offers solutions, even though 
on a limited basis. In any case, it provides a response to “What can 
art do to address ecological crises?”

At the material level, our perfumes, aromatherapy products, and 
cosmetics incorporate ingredients sourced globally. The ease of inter-
national trade has disseminated exotic aromas worldwide, enabling 
an olfactory perception of the world. However, these industrial com-
modities also carry the smell of capitalism, globalization, and trade. 
They represent a mapping of net social welfare, encompassing both 
gains and costs—environmental destruction, colonialism, exploita-
tion, and oppression. Blaming capitalism for these costs is akin to 
history’s treatment of witches and miasmas; costs and benefits are 
interdependent. Achieving a balance between the two is an objective 
reality we must address long-term, much as we must coexist with vi-
ruses in natural ecosystems.
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 4.4  An Expansive Discussion: Economic Models and 
Mediating Ecological Crises 

The previous section examined the macro- and micro-level gains 
associated with odor risk exposure. Theoretically, the discourse on 
smell-based returns is settled. However, several critical questions 
arise: what next? Having perceived the risks and benefits, how should 
we approach the benefits and associated costs? Furthermore, why is 
it crucial to introduce economic thinking about benefits, costs, and 
risks? More practically, how useful are these seemingly mercenary 
calculations and measurements? If macro-level benefits are consid-
ered social welfare (e.g. net social welfare), can such calculations re-
ally help mediate ecological crises? The following section extends the 
discussion on mediating ecological crises.

Revisiting the Capitalocene discourse, some scholars today at-
tempt to express concerns about ecological crises by attributing blame 
to particular parties. This is reminiscent of the deodorization move-
ment 200 years ago that associated odors with disease. While new the-
oretical frameworks offer valuable perspectives on human-ecological 
relationships, the complexity of these issues calls for multiple analyt-
ical approaches. For example, Moore’s analysis of nature and labor 
costs within capitalist systems raises significant questions. However, 
these discussions could benefit from greater engagement with estab-
lished economic methodologies and empirical analyses. Economics, 
as a discipline, offers systematic approaches to understanding cost 
structures, value creation, and supply-demand relationships, along 
with practical frameworks for addressing environmental challenges. 
This suggests an opportunity for more interdisciplinary dialogue and 
collaboration. Different academic fields have developed various tools 
and methodologies for understanding these complex relationships, 
and integrating these diverse perspectives could deepen our under-
standing of environmental challenges and potential solutions.

From an interdisciplinary perspective, how does economics re-
spond to ecological crises? Or how can it help solve ecological crises 
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by weighing benefits and costs? In 2018, William Nordhaus was 
awarded the Nobel Prize in Economics for creating a set of models 
known as the Economic Models of Global Warming.40 Nordhaus pi-
oneered the Dynamic Integrated Climate-Economy Model (DICE) 
in the early 1990s. It combines mathematical representations of the 
global climate system and the world economy to assess the econom-
ic costs and benefits of different mitigation strategies for climate 
change. In 1999, Nordhaus revised the model to account for regional 
differences, developing the Regional Integrated Climate-Economics 
Model (RICE). Nordhaus has continued to refine the model’s param-
eters and algorithms to incorporate real-world conditions over the 
past two decades, with the most recent version published in 2024.41 
Over the past decades, Nordhaus’s models have been used to simu-
late and analyze the economic and environmental impacts of climate 
policy interventions.

The DICE and RICE models are highly complex, incorporating 
dozens of equations that incorporate hundreds of variables, such as 
population, technology, consumption, capital, the carbon cycle, tem-
perature, investment, output, and many others. They include two 
main directions of thinking: geophysical relations and economic ac-
tivities. 

In the geophysical relations component, the models incorporate 
a variety of relationships that link factors impacting climate change. 
Among these are carbon cycle calculations, which track carbon flow 
within global carbon pools (including deep oceans, shallow oceans, 
soils, atmospheres, and fossil fuels). Climate change equations cal-
culate global temperature changes due to greenhouse gas emissions 
and other factors. In climate disruption equations, the relationship 

40	See William D. Nordhaus and Joseph Boyer, Warming the World: Economic 
Models of Global Warming (MIT Press, 2003). The following discussions reference 
Nordhaus’s book and updated data from his webpage on Yale University’s website, 
accessed May 5, 2024, https://williamnordhaus.com/.

41 See Nordhaus’s page on Yale University’s website, accessed May 5, 2024, https://
yale.app.box.com/s/whlqcr7gtzdm4nxnrfhvap2hlzebuvvm. 

https://williamnordhaus.com/
https://yale.app.box.com/s/whlqcr7gtzdm4nxnrfhvap2hlzebuvvm
https://yale.app.box.com/s/whlqcr7gtzdm4nxnrfhvap2hlzebuvvm
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between changes in global average temperature and economic losses 
is measured.

In the economic component, the models consider four main as-
pects: global capital, productivity, population, and social utility. They 
use the idea of the Cobb-Douglas production function. The models 
also incorporate exogenous trend parameters, and calculate sup-
ply and demand curves, as well as carbon price curves.42 Regarding 
technology, Nordhaus sees two types of technological change: econo-
my-wide and carbon-saving technological changes.43 

To account for regional differences, Nordhaus incorporates a so-
cial welfare function, assuming each region has explicit preferences 
that determine its population’s choices regarding consumption and 
investment. The social welfare function increases with per capita 
consumption in each generation, with decreasing marginal utility of 
consumption.

Nordhaus’s economic model is based on neoclassical econom-
ics. One of its central observations is that society sacrifices current 
consumption by investing in capital to increase future consumption. 
Therefore, by making “climate investments” today, we reduce cur-
rent consumption, but our return or benefit is to mitigate potential 
losses on various fronts, thereby increasing future consumption. The 
essence of economic models is striking a balance among limited re-
sources and various complex factors. How can we make more effec-
tive investments and allocate resources reasonably based on a thor-
ough understanding of the environment, economy, and development? 
Economic and environmental policies built on this foundation aim 

42	Carbon energy is defined as a new production input. In the long run, carbon can 
be produced at increasing costs and efficiently allocated according to the supply 
curve of carbon. As a result, low-cost carbon resources have a scarcity price, which 
can be viewed as the value of future use that is forfeited when carbon energy is 
used in the present.

43 Economy-wide technological change, on the other hand, is Hicks-neutral, i.e., 
technological progress does not change the marginal output ratio between capital 
and labor.
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at improving current and future living standards and consumption, 
viewing the economic system as the means to achieve these goals.44

Apart from Nordhaus, other economists have also constructed 
models showing the relationship between market economies and the 
natural world, intended to provide a basis for formulating pragmat-
ic and feasible environmental policies. Premised on benefits and re-
turns, these models have not departed from an anthropocentric value 
system. After all, the vast majority of people are “rational agents”—we 
are unlikely to pay exorbitant costs to avoid using “cheap natural re-
sources,” nor would we revert to a primitive lifestyle for environmen-
tal protection.

Many studies related to the “Anthropocene” and “Capitalocene,” 
more or less, implicitly assume an “irrational actor” hypothesis, 
whereby most people should sacrifice their interests and current ad-
vantages for the sake of the environment, or view benefits as some-
thing contemptible. While proponents of these views are undoubtedly 
noble in morality, they may lack feasibility in reality.

Economic modeling of the climate problem provides a way of 
thinking about “mediating” the relationship between various ecolog-
ical, social, economic, and regional development factors, and human 
life, both in the present and in the long term, without sacrificing ben-
efits and with a focus on long-term gains. In this sense, “mediating” 
is close to a continuous valuation process over time in response to 
changing circumstances, rather than one-time pricing. Accordingly, 
this mediation is temporal in nature, requiring the determination of a 
discount rate, as Nordhaus’s model does. Time value is incorporated 
into the valuation of factors, such as the carbon. Utility considerations 

44 In terms of the model’s utility, Keynesian economists argued that Nordhaus’s 
model is overly optimistic in its assessment of climate impacts on the economy. As 
a result, the discount rate is too high. Other scholars have argued that the model 
undervalues carbon and that some of its assumptions are unrealistic. For exam-
ple, see Steve Keen, “The Appallingly Bad Neoclassical Economics of Climate 
Change,” Globalizations 18, no. 7 (October 3, 2021): 1149–77. Regarding these 
issues, Nordhaus has responded to or corrected them in his 2020 model update.
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of different times are involved in investment and consumption deci-
sions. After discussing the risks and profits of smells, the subsequent 
chapter will focus on time, as it significantly impacts smell-related 
profits and risks.

This chapter discusses smells in terms of their potential benefits, 
based on the assumption that all individuals behave rationally: if 
odor exposure is not beneficial, why should we take the risk? Are we 
aware that all gains come at a cost? Are the rewards we seek worth 
the price we pay? At the micro-level, the smells of perfumes, fragranc-
es, incense practices, and cosmetics bring varying levels of gains and 
connotations to people, inspiring further experiments and attempts 
in the field of smell. At the macro-level, smell transforms abstract 
welfare into a relatively tangible and palpable sensory experience. 
Many scent expressions, such as the smell of money discussed in pre-
vious chapters, are often closely related to the cost of obtaining gains. 
Is it possible to rationally weigh and reflect on the risks, costs, and 
benefits associated with smell when we objectively perceive them? By 
doing so, the senses will be able to genuinely participate in the prob-
lem-solving process rather than presenting and creating opposition 
and conflicts.


