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Agony and Ecstasy of the
International Perfume Company
(from the Perfumer’s Point of View)

By Maurice Thiboud, Givaudan, Vernier,

T~~%st..e, wrote a~iogmphyo~tfm ~o~t

seven years ago the American writer,

famous of the great Florentine artists of the
Renaissance. It was about Michelangelo, his ad-
versities and his triumphs. Despite his insistence
that he was a sculptor, not a painter,
Michelangelo’s most herafded work is the series
of frescos he painted in the Sistine chapel.

Stone titled his book, The Agony and the

Ecstasy.
I can’t think of two more accurate and compel-

ling words to describe the life of human
beings—as individuals, in relationship with
others, and in the organizations and societies in
which we serve and live.

The Bible tells us that God created the uni-
verse and everything in it in only six days. His-
tory tells us that it took Michelangelo four and
one-half years to depict that creation on the Sis-
tine chapel ceiling,

I am not going to contend that the agonies and
ecstasies we face in the world’s perfumery busi-
ness are of the nobility or magnitude of creation
or the work of art the depicts it. Nevertheless,
those words—Agony and Ecstasy-appeal greatly
to me because they do characterize, from the
perfumer’s point-of-vie w, what it’s like to be a
part of this industry.

“Genesis,” Chapter Two, tells us that on the
seventh day, God rested. Presumably, after he
finally got down from the scaffolding in the Sis-
tine chapel, Michelangelo rested, too. For those
of us in corporations there is no rest, at least not
in the sense that there is an end to our work.

Switzerland

Definition of Agony and Ecstaay

In the perfumery business, our agonies and
ecstasies, while not on the esthetic scale of a
Michelangelo, may carry even more human
weight because they are a continuum. Our wor-
ries never go away; they just differ-and change.
Our transitions are not always from one success
to another, but sometimes from success to fail-
ure—failure that may be marked by the progres-
sive decline of reputation+r by regressing fi-
nancial achievements. American businessmen
call this a shrinking of the bottom line.

For perfumers, agony can mean many things:

—Hindrances and constraints in the exercise of
our art

—The graduaf erosion of our participation in the
company’s choices and decisions

—Inaccurate evaluations of our creativity

Agony, almost always, is a tangible state, one in
which it is easy to identify and point to the cir-
cum stances that cause it.

Ecstasy, on the other hand, is less specific,
more general, more abstract, more contempla-
tive, Its generalities are feelings, such as the
pride of achievement, such as enthusiasm, con-
viction and satisfaction. Ecstasy, for all of us no
matter what our company or what it manufac-
tures, is clearly subjective,

And yet, in the real world of commerce,
ecstasy—and the sensitivity of those who either
feel it or are denied it—most often depends upon
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the concept of measurable success, that is, the
reputation, productivity and profitability y of the
enterprise for whom one works.

Even Michelangelo, in painting the Sistine
chapel, worked for an employer, Pope Julius, and
endeavored to meet the needs of that sponsor.

Agony and Ecstasy Within the Company

Material success is the only guarantee that a
company will endure, persist and grow in the
world’s competitive marketplaces.

From perfumers’ points of view-and the cor-
pomtions’-success must include corporate ob-
jectives as well as perfumers’ aspirations. But
they are not so different.

Consider the origin of the word, corporate. It
comes from the Latin word corporare: “to make
into a body”-a unified body of individuals.

The only way I know to truly unify a body of
individuals is to combine the best that each has to
offer, for the good of each and for the body as a
whole,

Don’t we as perfumers do this every day? Let’s
look at ourselves as perfumers, given that we can
have perfect conditions. We know that without
our creativity and sensitivity, our businesses
could not exist. We would insist on working au-
tonomously, committed to our conceptions of the
right way to do things. Corporate acquiescence to
these traits and demands could only mean the
ecstasy of ideal employment. Again, in an Ameri-
can idiom, this is described as being allowed to
do “one’s own thing.”

However, our companies could say, “Yes, there
are constraints, but we have a lot to offer, too. We
are giving you, our perfumers, the opportunity to:

--capitalize on the resources put at your disposal
—integrate harmoniously into a team of peers
-compare your ideas with those of other creative

professionals
—take advantage of the working tools of other

dep~ents such as applications or technical
support to enhance your art

—profit from support such as market studies and
development techniques

—use sales networks to distribute your creations
worldwide

—travel and visit clients, widening your knowl-
edge and horizons

—participate in new fields of activities that con-
tinually multiply through the means and im-
pact of our companies,”

The key thought, I believe, which differentiates
those of us who work in an institutional environ-
ment is that Latin world “corporme’’ -to make into
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a body, a unified body of individuals,
This unification cannot be accomplished by

encouraging creative people to work entirely on
their own: by inhibiting them from working
within teams, with their colleagues; by prevent-
ing them from participating in other divisions’
projects and plans; by letting them forget that
creativity—the source of products to be sold—
must remain a principal function of the company,

This last point is crucial. Creativity is a princi-
pal contributor to the successful company and
this is the focal issue on which perfumers and
companies must agree. Every company’s policy
must spring from that source, and articulate itself
around it because the products to be marketed
are the key to the development, progress and
success of every company.

Too oflen it seems that questions of organiza-
tion and standardization are becoming more imp-
ortant priorities of large international cOm-
panics. This may upset perfumers, giving them
feelings of isolation, that they are unimportant, a
tiny cog in the wheel of commerce.

How do we deal with these issues?
The answer, as it is in so many complex re-

lationships, is communication. A basic condition
for success is to recognize the importance of
liaison between different departments-to com-
municate. Good communication is the real link
between knowledge and experience, between
technicaf, scientific, logistics, sales and market-
ing disciplines.

We must not forget that the perfumer deals
with other professionals in those business dis-
ciplines with which we interact. Nor should we
forget that perfumer has to make these experts
understand the art so that they can enhance, in-
stead of hinder it. In a perfume company, the best
manufacturing, marketing, and promotional deci-
sions can only be made if other professionals un-
derstand the product, and the agonies and
ecstasies that give that product birth.

Now, let’s consider another element of “corpo-
rare’’-bringing individuals together into a uni-
fied, productive body. That element is manage-
ment. It goes without saying that the art of busi-
ness is to maintain balance and keep performers
of various disciplines working together hand in
hand. It is a difficult task but absolutely essential.
Only management can provide the atmosphere of
confidence,

The principal objective of management is
maintaining a productive balance between all
elements of a company. Management must rec-
o~ize and utilize all the skills of perfumers, as
well as the skills of other members of the cmpo-
rate team, for the benefit of the company—not
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only in product creation but also in product ac-
ceptance,

Every perfumer has a unique talent and a nat-
ural disposition, In an international perfume
company, all perfumers are creators, but each has
different aptitudes. Their patiicular aptitudes,
and skills, will make them successful in one area
or another-in creating unprecedented accords
or substitutes of natural products or specializing
in perfumes for cosmetics, soaps or detergents.
Some may even have skills that are suited to ad-
ministration, or public or customer relations.

A good management will promote perfumers
according to their possibilitiess. A good managem-
ent will stimulate individual qualities, and im-
prove and develop potentials.

The Externel Influence

As all of us well know and understand not all of
the agonies and ecstasies in a corporation are
caused internally, There are external influences
as well. I am talking about:

—the deadlines imposed by demand for the cre-
ation of a product

—the ecological requirements imposed on per-
fumers by various national and international
institutions

—the availability-and acceptability+f chemi-
cals and raw materials, the fundamental re-
sources of our business

—and the price limits, determined by our cus-
tomers, within which our products can be suc-
cessfully marketed

Let me address each of these important factors.

Deadlines

All of us are concerned with the problem of
deadlines. The time to answer briefs grows
shorter and shorter. Toooften, inorderto submit
offers within those deadlines, we are forced to
opt for the easiest and quickest solutions, to the
detriment of the creative resource.

Although, in any well-organized company, the
perfumers are creating ahead of time to meet fu-
ture demands, hasing their work on market
studies and intuition, their creations are rarely
immediately adopted. In most cases, these crea-
tions require further modification, sometimes to
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the neglect of the most elementary technical con-
siderations.

The deadlines granted (without even asking for
the perfumer’s opinions) are ollen limited to a few
days, if not to a few hours! One forgets the time
required to find the acceptance of the modifica-
tion, its adaptability to the existing perfume, the
time needed for the blending of the new for-
mula’s different substances and the time needed
for maceration and testing. And what if the per-
fume’s creatar is working in another country, a
hemisphere away?

Even with an outstanding organization and a
superb team of performers, this conception of
unrealistically rapid modification of existing fra-
grances is either a certain lack of respect towards
the artistic work or of knowledge of the profes-
sion. To use another, more mundane analogy,
those who are the most eager to achieve instant
modifications of a perfume are often the very
same people who don’t accept whiskey that’s less
than twenty years old!

Ecology

Now consider ecology, specifically those der-
matological and toxicological rules of safety im-
posed on perfumers by national and international
regulations.

Respecting their rules, one could think that
perfumers would be completely safeguarded
from the attacks of ecology circles. Unfortunately,
complete safety is a utopia which, in the view of
continuing new environmental studies, we can-
not achieve in our lifetimes. However, we must
be forever attentive-and sensitive— to the con-
siderations of ecology.

In addition to dermatologicrd and toxicological
safety rules, we must also consider the myriad
environmental roles and regulations for the man-
ufacture of chemical products. As a consequence,
manufacturing processes are and will continue to
be more costly.

Availability

The full observance of the dermatological and
toxicological roles, as well as of those governing
the integrib of environmental safety affects our
art and impoverishes little by little the pmfum-
ers’ collection. A parallel could be drawn with
painters to whom more and more colors or
nuances are refused to express their art or with a
piano-player who sees more and more keys taken
away from the keyboard. Moreover, the avail-
ability of certain chemicals or natural raw mate-
rials is becoming a problem as it is closely linked
to questions of production, economy and politics.
Depending on the brief submitted, the perfumer
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must take into account this availability problem
which might also diminish the number of keys on
his keyboard. He would, then, be forced to play a
variation of the given theme, hoping that his in-
terpretation will meet the auditor’s expectations,
that is to say, respond to his company’s and the
customers’ marketing requirements.

Prices

Another agony we face in this business consists
of the price limits determined by customers for
our products. Prices are becoming lower mtd
lower. Yet the cost of launching a new perfume,
or perfumed product, is increasing at an almost
inverse ratio.

Firs~ there is the initial and considerable in-
vestment in product development. Then, there is
the growing cost of evaluating the perfume, test-
ing it and conducting panel surveys to determine
its likely reception in the marketplace. And, last
but certainly not least, a huge expense is devoted
to selection, packaging, advertising and distribu-
tion.

It goes without saying that these investments
have an impact on the price allowed for each
particular compound, It is becoming increasingly
difficult to use in fine fragrances natural products
such as rose, jasmin, orris, tuberose, orange flow-
ers, jonquil, etc. Yet, ironically, those who are
most drawn to these fragrance s—who advetise
these essences most frequently-are often the
same people who ignore their cost.

We, as perfumers, know that the use of expen-
sive natural raw materials is not the key to the
originality and creativity but is indispensable to
the beauty and the elegance of a perfume.

Another cost factor we must confront is that as
the methods of perfume amdysis have improved,
more and more clients tend to evaluate perfume
prices on the basis of the cost of their raw mate-
riafs. The cost of creation is being more and more
ignored. The same is true for research invest-
ments, applications development costs, tests and
panel evaluations.

Perfumers must get together with their com-
panies to communicate and explain their indis-
pensability to the creation of perfumes. They
must jointly tell the world that a perfume is not
simply a mixture of raw materials, but a work of
harmony, an accord, a means of expression.

I believe, as I am certain you all do, that no one
would ever consider buying a statue at the cost
of a ton of marble, a painting at the cost of paint
and frame, or a designer dress at the cost of its
material. Somehow the originality, quality and
beauty of whatever we buy must be paid for be-
cause without these elements the product could
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not possibly exist,
We must continue to educate our markets, to

alert them to the real danger low prices present to
the creative process and to the future of our pro-
fession.

In summary, amongst all four grounds of agony
outside the company, tb.+ most alarming is with-
out doubt the problem of prices,

Time constraints, while a severe hindrauce, are
a problem over which we can have some im-
mediate control, through better planning in the
processing of projects by both customers and
suppliers. We can also improve our Organiza-
tional support of projects; and even, if necessary,
increase the staffs of our creative and marketing
teams.

As to the ecologicsf restrictions, the dermato-
logicaf and toxicological safety roles, perfumers
may respond to these with new ingredients,
either to be used as substitutes for the old, eras
more interesting and better performing new ac-
cords.

Tbe problem of availability of raw materials
can also be solved with a range of new ingre-
dientsor newsubstftutes, inotherwords, by in-
tensifying research and development of ne w sub-
stances and impruving manufacturing processes.

However, all of these remedies mean addi-
tionalcosts andinveshnents which will be more
and more difficult torecover ifour selling prices
continue their erosion.

If we judge a company’s success by its financial
profitability and worldwide renown, tbe defini-
tion of ecstasy can be understood as the com-
pany’s ability to conform to the market evolu-
tions, its capability of developing existing mar-
kets and finding new outlets.

Tbe future ecstasies depend on tbe ability to
finance the investments necessary to adapt to the
constnnt evolution of the market and the deter-
mination to develop other concepts, other fields
of fragrance utilization. However, what will hap-
pen to these developments, to the profitability of
our industry if the declining trend of selling
prices continues?

Conclusions

Most importantly, we perfumers must share
our credo with those who buy, sell and use our
creations. We need to stress the utility andposi-
tive role of perfumes in everyday life.

We have to convey the historical truth that
perfumes have always been a part of our plea-
sure, our relaxation, our idealism, our environ-
ment. Inaworld assardted byagoniesofwhicha
Michelangelo barely dreamed, perfumes are be-
coming, more and more, the conveyance of

dreams, of refuge, of escape. Millions of people,
of every creed, persuasion, ethnic origin and
conviction have traveled from all parts of the
world to visit the Sistine chapel and to gain inspi-
ration from its scenes depicting life from the cre-
ation to the flood. All of those viewers have been
able to share the ecstasy, forever preserved, on
the fre scos of that Vatican ceiling.

I believe that, in itsown unique way, our in-
dustry has an ecstasy that is wotih its own preser-
vation.

1 am convinced that a mutual understanding
among ourselves, our companies and our cus-
tomers is of utmost importance for the benefit of
all. Together, we will seek the ideal balance that
permits the perfumery industry to forget its fears
of agony—and to continue to grow and to pro-
gress toward ecstasy.
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