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Sex Smells: Olfaction, modernity and the regulation of women’s bodies 1880-1940 (or: how women came to fear their own smells) 

Abstract

This article analyses representations of deodorising products in Australian women’s magazines from 1880-1940 to examine how women were encouraged to fear their own smells and mistrust their own bodies. I argue that the transition to modernity witnessed a reduction in olfactory tolerance that fell along class and gender lines. Smells were imbued with new cultural meanings that served to reinforce women’s subordinate status and to pathologise women’s bodies on the supposed eve of their emancipation. As public space was increasingly democratised, smell was invoked to police social divisions and to render them culturally intelligible. As such, this paper brings feminist history and the history of sexuality into dialogue with the history of the senses to redirect scholarly attention to the politics of smell. It also challenges dominant interpretations of modernity that emphasise the primacy of the visual.
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On January 8 1929, an advertisement for Odo-ro-no appeared in the pages of the Australian Women’s Mirror. ‘Tell Tale!’ the advertisement exclaimed, ‘unconsciously you reveal certain facts about yourself’. The text was wrapped around a line drawn image of a glamorous-looking woman and a debonair young man viewed from behind. The reader cannot see her face. Indeed, her face could be your own. There was also no need to see her face because the facts that this woman revealed about herself were not of a visual nature. While the woman’s face is obscured from view, the man’s nose appears silhouetted against the frame. This potential suitor is not gazing at her so much as smelling her and as the ad reveals, his assessment would not be favourable. Unbeknownst to the woman, her body was ‘offend(ing) with perspiration odour’. What at first glance would appear to be an amorous encounter was in fact an olfactory battleground, where, as the advertisement cautioned, ‘special measures are necessary for full protection.’ It was the woman’s body that both harboured the enemy odour and could potentially be its first casualty. As another deodorant advertisement informed women at the time, body odour meant ‘death…social death.’ (‘Tip’, Australian Women’s Mirror, June 1, 1937) This was only if you failed to take the necessary precautions, in a world where ‘your only safety lies in special under arm care.’ (‘Odo-ro-no,’ Australian Women’s Mirror, January 8, 1929) In what could almost be described as a protean form of biological warfare, women’s bodies appeared as sites of contamination; doctors and scientists were summonsed to develop weapons to ensure their social survival.

The advertisement also suggests something that has escaped the attention of historians examining the cultural production of femininity during the period 1880-1940: in the words of the ‘Odo-ro-no’ advertisement, women were judged by ‘more than your looks and your words.’ They were represented as objects of the all-smelling masculine nose as much as they were the objects of the male gaze. 

Social theorists and cultural historians have viewed the transition towards modernity in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries as heralding a shift towards an increasingly visual culture (Benjamin 1973; Crary 1994; Gleber 1997; Levin1993; Rose 1986; Weinbaum et al, 2008).  In Western nation states, new visual technologies, commodity culture and urbanisation created new perceptual fields leading to claims that modernity was ‘increasingly dominated by “the hegemony of vision”’(Levin 1993). Femininity, as Liz Conor has argued in reference to early twentieth century Australia, had a peculiarly close relationship to the visual: female subjectivity was ‘spectacularised within the modern visual field [and] contributed to the construction of this field as spectator.’ (Conor 2004, 2). In workplaces, on the streets, in cinema, department stores and in the press, women were seemingly on display, leading other Australian and American historians such as Marilyn Lake, Kathy Peiss and Gail Reekie to suggest that the visual became essential to definitions of femininity. (Classen 1993; Lake 1990; Peiss 1999; Reekie 1993). Women appeared in magazines holding mirrors, being followed by cameras, or being surveyed by male spectators. As cultural theorist Sandra Lee Bartky has asserted, a panoptical male connoisseur came to reside within the consciousness of women. (1988, 74) Women were under his gaze and under his judgement. 

While I would not dispute these claims, the privileging of the visual would nonetheless seem somewhat anomalous to the new forms of social intercourse and romance which emerged over the course of this period, particularly during the interwar years. The visual allows for a distance between the spectator and the subject, yet the transition to modernity was characterised by a democratisation of public space and a rapidity of intimacy between women and men. While masculinities and femininities may have been represented and constructed through visual mediums, the representations themselves reveal a world of smells, touch and taste. Bodies intermingled, touched and desired. Couples breathed in each other’s odours while dancing, consumed each other’s breaths in a kiss and sweated when playing sport. The sense of smell, being reliant upon proximity, thus assumed heightened significance. 

Through an analysis of representations of smell in women’s magazines, this paper argues that over the period 1880-1940 olfactory perceptions were imbued with new cultural meanings that contributed to the regulation of female bodies in traditionally masculine public spaces.
 To borrow the phrasing of Alain Corbin, Australian modernity witnessed a reduction in the threshold of olfactory tolerance that fell along class and gendered lines (1986, 229). Smell worked to reinforce social divisions and make them culturally intelligible. At the end of the nineteenth century and in the first decade of the twentieth century representations of women’s body odour in magazines were rare. Those who broached the subject complained of ‘excessive perspiration’ and the remedy consisted of taking three baths per week ‘with pine-cones.’ (‘Medical Advice’, The New Idea, August 6, 1908) A language of taboo smells – B.O., halitosis and menstrual odour – was yet to be created and medical and scientific authorities were yet to administer their cures. By the 1920s, coinciding with an increase in women’s public presence and the growth of their role as consumers in a commercial economy, the message women received through advertisements like Odo-ro-no was clear: their bodies harboured pungent disorders that jeopardised women’s place in public space. Women were asked by advertisers to commit to a regime of self-invigilation aided by an artillery of deodorising commodities. In Mary Douglas’ words, women in public were ‘bodies out of place’ and smell was used to mark their alterity (2003, 1)
Deodorising products were marketed through a language that fused nineteenth-century discourses of hygiene, sanitation and medical knowledge with modern notions of science, romance and women’s expanding public freedoms. The newly authoritative language of science and medicine granted access to women’s bodies and could serve to both alarm and reassure. Thus, the historical moment that witnessed middle-class women’s emancipation from the home also brought about a new encounter between these women and their bodies: one characterised by mistrust, anxiety and paranoia. 

Histories of smell
Smell has been denigrated in the western philosophical tradition, as numerous sensory historians and anthropologists have noted (Classen, Howes and Synnott 1994, 51-95; Corbin 1986, 229; Le Guerer 1994, 1-10; Reinarz 2014, 1-24). According to Reinarz, 'although both the conceptualisation and categorisation of smell have changed significantly with time, its champions have been limited in number.’ (7) In fact, Le Guerer argues, ‘the philosophical reasons for denigrating smell are numerous.’(3) Offering a potted intellectual history from the ancients to Freud, Reinarz remarks that Plato elevated sight as the most important sense and spurned smell as difficult to perceive and classify on account of the indelicacy of our nasal passages and the ephemeral nature of odour (8). Aristotle, he notes, relegated smell to the lowest rung in the hierarchy of the sensorium on account of this belief that odours had no individual identities and were linguistic impoverished; they always ‘smelled like something else’ (5). Le Guerer claims that Descartes dismissed smell as ‘mere feeling’ (160) that has no existence outside the mind while Kant wrote of smell as ‘subjective’ and ‘pleasure-oriented’ by virtue of its ability to ‘affect the subject directly (175). Like Aristotle before him and numerous philosophers after him, John Locke’s Essay on Human Understanding, according to Le Guerer, emphasised the visual as the basis of mental activity (160). Sight, allowing for a clear distance between a perceiving subject and their object, did not implicate the body. Smell, in contrast, was viewed with suspicion as the supplier of unalienably personal and bodily experiences, harbouring a dangerous potential for contamination and emotive or erotic responses.  By the 1930s Freud, according to Reinarz, argued that the repression of the senses was part of the evolutionary process; smell was associated with savagery (14). 

There have, of course, been exceptions. Reinarz claims that in the medieval period smell was linked to temperament and intelligence, exemplified in Bartholemew in the thirteenth century who located smell alongside the higher senses of sight and hearing (11). The eighteenth century also witnessed a reversal of the denigration of the senses by philosophers such as Diderot, Rousseau, Nietzsche and Feuerbach who stressed the ‘importance of the senses in the acquisition of knowledge’ (12). But these thinkers were the exception in a long intellectual history of smell’s denigration. By the nineteenth century smell ‘progressively became associated with the animals, savages and even degenerates’ (14).
Scholars mostly agree on the low philosophical status of smell however its place in cultural history, focused primarily on Europe, has been subject to dispute. Specifically, there is some contention over whether the eighteenth and early nineteenth-centuries can be considered a turning-point in olfaction, heralding the birth of a new deodorised world. This is the thesis that is most commonly ascribed to historian Alain Corbin, in his groundbreaking work The Foul and the Fragrant. Corbin claims that the suppression of stench and the promotion of fragrance were crucial to the consolidation of political and social power by the French bourgeoisie in the mid-eighteenth century. Government public sanitation and hygiene campaigns combined with the promotion of personal practices of cleanliness in medical and cultural texts to obliterate malodorousness (Corbin 1986). Anthropologists Constance Classen, David Howes and Anthony Synnott agree, arguing that the public suppression of smells in this period was accompanied by visual ascendancy resulting in nothing less than an ‘olfactory revolution’ (78-84). Smell, they argue, came to be associated with madness, savagery or with various categories of the feminine: from the stench of the socially marginalised woman, to the clean fragrances of bourgeois femininity. Where sight became a metaphor for discovery and knowledge, smell became the sense of sentiment and seduction (19).
Revisionist scholars, such as Mark Jenner, have queried the logic of positing an inverse relationship between the rise of vision and the decline of scent (2011, 335-351) Mark Smith has also noted the somewhat Whiggish teleology which underpins this theory, suggesting as it does a victorious march of deodorisation, civilisation and progress (2007, 69). Yet drawing upon Corbin, particularly the significance he ascribes to the scientific endorsement of miasma theory (the idea that air becomes contaminated with poisonous vapours produced by putrefying organic matter that could be detected, and infect people, via the nose (Karamanou 2012, 52-56)) in propelling the deodorising campaigns, it is possible to account for continuity as well as change.  If late eighteenth and nineteenth century public sanitation and personal hygiene campaigns resulted in a suppression of odour, they also heightened the importance of smell in being able to distinguish between the healthy and the unhealthy (Corbin 1986, 20) Long after Pasteur’s germ theory claimed supremacy in medicine and science, everyday beliefs in the capacity of the nose to perceive organic matter lingered. Melanie Kiechle’s study of olfaction in the daily lives and urban environments of nineteenth century Americans affirms the tenacity of these beliefs. Kiechle argues that smell was a form of ‘common sense’ (2017, 6) used by urbanites to detect miasmatic stenches and that in the late-nineteenth century it briefly coexisted with Pasteurian germ theory. The consolidation of expert understandings of germ theory’s specific etiological agents eventually severed the link between foul smells and ill health, but common sense continued to suggest otherwise (Keichle 2017). The tenacity of these everyday ideas around the relationship between smell and disease explains how a deodorising process that began in Europe in the mid to late-eighteenth century could still be seen in magazines in Australia over a century later.
Antipodean Aromas: industrialisation, filth and cleansing the body politic

Australia appears somewhat anomalous when situated within the existing historiography of smell. The processes of industrialisation which led to the rise of the bourgeoisie in Europe, as well as government efforts to sanitise suddenly overcrowded cities, did not occur in Australia until the period between 1870-1930, almost a century after France and Britain. From 1861-65 manufacturing’s share of the gross domestic product was a mere 5.3% but by 1901-10 accounted for 13.6%. The number of factories in NSW and Victoria combined rose from 1,132 in 1861 to 6,197 in 1891 and the workforce employed in these factories more than trebled (Cochrane 1980, 76-102). Government provision of a commercial infrastructure and the Australian common market created by Federation stimulated the rapid growth of urban areas. By the twentieth century, Melbourne and Sydney had grown into impressive metropolises. 

Although Australian bourgeois reformers did not face the same problems of cramped space and overcrowding as the medieval cities of Europe, they were equally concerned about smell and sanitation in working class areas. Class distinctions and dislikes were corporealised through smell, and foul odours were invoked as an index of social marginality. As the home was a crucial link between civic, personal and moral cleanliness, women were targeted in magazines as agents of sanitation campaigns. In her leading article in a 1912 edition of Everylady’s Journal Dr Bernadette Ham ruminated on the links between class and contagion (‘Hygiene in the Home’, 6 November 1912). ‘Domestic hygiene’, she began,
demands scrupulous cleanliness, not only within doors but without. In narrow alleys and courts the atmosphere is already vitiated by the smoke and fumes from many factory chimneys. In addition to the drawback, the inhabitants of the localities of the class are none too cleanly. The soiling of atmosphere creates a difficulty against which the inhabitants must constantly contend.
Working class women were assigned responsibility for maintaining a home’s ‘scrupulous cleanliness’ and the consequences of neglect were dire. With clear overtones of miasma theory, Ham continued:
Dirt and filth accumulate unchecked. This very shortly means that personal cleanliness is disregarded and habits objectionable formed. Every home or spot of this order is a threat to its neighbourhood. When an entire neighbourhood is composed of such houses it constitutes a threat to the entire community.
Ham's article is striking for its seamless linking of personal cleanliness and civic cleanliness, or, inversely private dirt and civic disorder. In the absence of domestic hygiene, filth and foul odours could potentially spread throughout the entire community, thwarting bourgeois sanitation reformers’ efforts and the very project of societal embourgeoisment. Cleansing the working class body of its foetid atmospheres was a means of rendering it acceptable to an ideally odourless bourgeois social order. 
Foul odours in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were thus imbued with pathogenic qualities. Louis Pasteur may have long replaced miasma theory with germ theory, but the link between smell and disease lingered, congealing around the spectre of the poor. Putrescence could spread from body to home to city and thus required physicians like Ham to prescribe remedies. Medical authorities were represented as mediators between the domestic body and the body politic, which according to a 1910 advertisement for Beecham Pills, was a distinctively modern role. ‘It is far different in these days when as well as the health requirements of the particular individual or family, the well-being of the general public is concerned in almost every branch of medical treatment’ it proclaimed. (‘Beecham Pills’, The New Idea, October 6, 1910) A medical voice underpinned the private and public regulation of odours and the message it preached revolved around the need for plentiful circulation of blood and fresh air. 

The aim was partly olfactory standardisation: a dissolution of boundaries between inside and outside air in the interests of both public and private health. An article which appeared in The New Idea in 1906 informed women that ‘outside air is much fresher and cooler than inside air. Inside air is impure and causes disease (thus) the health of your children is reliant on plenty of fresh air.’ (‘The Mother’s Page’, April 6, 1906) By 1910, women could also purchase air fresheners in the form of household disinfectants. ‘Lavozone, The Household Disinfectant’, authorised its product through a language that linked health with fragrance: ‘In and around the home you need to keep everything pure, sweet and clean. Lavozone creates that pleasantly healthful pine forest aroma and absolutely checks all bacterial infection. It is for all purposes where prevention of disease is necessary.’ (‘Lavozone’, The New Idea, January 6, 1910) It was women, both in their traditional capacity as the moral guardians of the hearth and in their burgeoning role as consumers, who were to administer the social cures prescribed by the medical authorities. Cleanliness meant odourlessness. And odourlessness had to be bought. 

Between Freedom and Fear: Feminine Bodies in Public Spaces, 1880-1914

The period 1880-1914 was characterised by a re-imagining of Australian nationhood and a re-mapping of spatio-cultural boundaries that determined which bodies belonged in what spaces. (Docker 1991; Grimshaw, 1994; Lake, 1986) Where Indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities found themselves firmly excluded from national spaces, women were permitted entry to new social spheres. As feminists were campaigning for women’s political and economic rights, the emergence of a national market and an increase in mass production drew women into the public sphere, creating for them a new role as consumers. The traditional model of Victorian femininity was slowly being usurped by the symbol of the New Woman. I would suggest slowly, as the period appears to be characterised by continuity and tradition as much as by change. Up until 1914 the family, the home and notions of Victorian morality continued to exert a profound influence over women’s lives (de Zilva 1998) and indeed their new role as consumers did nothing to challenge the sexual division of labour. The cultural meanings ascribed to women’s smells during this time carried residues of nineteenth-century olfactory discourses but acquired new inflections as they were deployed to regulate female bodies now occupying traditionally male spaces.

The advertisement for Doctor Morse’s Root Pills, which appeared in The New Idea in 1911, exemplifies the social anxieties which surrounded women’s new ease of access to public spaces. ‘FOUL BREATH’, the advertisement announced, ‘A Great Misfortune to Either Man or Woman’. In spite of the advertisement’s warning that both men and women could suffer this affliction, the text and the graphic were concerned solely with the ‘evil-smelling odours’ that could escape women’s mouths. It pictured a line-drawn image of a fashionable woman nursing a parcel in her arms. She had just been shopping and was now seated in close proximity to a gentleman on a train. According to the advertisement, the woman’s ‘foul breath’ had aroused in the man a ‘feeling of repugnance and a desire to get out of (her) company as quickly as possible.’ In fact, so offensive was her odoriferous breath that ‘even women will avoid her.’ Even women, whose perceived innate animality anchored them in the olfactory mode, would recoil. The tragedy, of course, lay in the fact that the woman did not even realise that her breath was offensive.  She had become ‘used to what in others was a foul odour.’(‘Dr Morse’s Indian Root Pills’ May 6, 1911) 
The spatial relationship between the woman and man’s bodies is interesting. The woman’s presence and the odours that she exudes had caused the man to hunch into the corner of the train. His legs are crossed, his arm is constricted and his body seems cramped. The woman’s pungent odours had not only transgressed the appropriate bounds of her own more limited spatiality, she had constrained the man’s spatiality in what was once his privileged and exclusive domain. 
The message the advertisement sends concerning women’s public presence is ambiguous. On the one hand, the woman is depicted as independent, self-sufficient and mobile, capable of navigating the public sphere. On the other hand, she could never feel secure there on account of her inner disorders, betrayed by her foul breath, of which she was hopelessly unwitting. The medical voice in the advertisement authoritatively reveals these truths, inciting fear in the reader and pathologising femininity. Women thus appear as figures of olfactory excess who need to be in a constant state of self-invigilation to ward against odours unknowingly expunged from their bodies. 

This is not to assume that Dr Morse was necessarily successful. Convincing women that they smell was no easy task. Efforts to sell either perfume or deodorising products had to contend with two popular nineteenth-century discourses: firstly, the virtue of thrift; and secondly, a feminine ideal characterised by ‘natural’ beauty, and a suspicion towards cosmetics.   Early beauty and health columnists often counselled readers against using the very products their magazines were advertising. In 1905 Domina, a beauty columnist for The New Idea told a reader who had ‘offensive breath’ to simply ‘have a glass of mineral water every morning and wash your mouth out with myrrh and borax’ (‘The Gentle Art of Beauty’, February 6, 1905).  Similarly, the Tamrol toothpaste advertisements, which did not mention breath until 1908, (‘Tamrol Toothpaste’, The New Idea, April 6, 1908) had to battle against Domina prescribing more ‘inexpensive, pure and efficient’ ways of making your own toothpaste. (‘The Gentle Art of Beauty’, May 6, 1903). By the 1920s and 1930s, Domina had disappeared. The virtues of thrift were silenced by the clamour of commodities. 

Perfumeries fought a difficult battle against nineteenth century ideals of prudent economy. The very evanescence of perfume, the fact that it literally dissipated into air was seen as comparable to throwing one’s money away. It was relegated to the status of a selfish frivolity indulged in by spendthrifts, or according to a 1903 editorial for The New Idea, ‘extravagant women of high society’. (‘Editorial’, November 6, 1903). An 1886 Australian Etiquette book told women that ‘Perfumes, if used at all, should be used in the strictest moderation.’ Further, that cleanliness, which could be achieved by all classes of society, was preferable to heavy scents. ‘Cleanliness is the outward sign of inner purity’, the author advised, ‘Cleanliness of the person is health and health is beauty.’ (‘Australian Etiquette’ 1980, 376) Unlike perfume, cleanliness did not conceal one’s inner purity; it was a transparent reflection of feminine innocence. In contrast, perfume continued to be a cultural symbol of womanly duplicity and deceit. It ‘cried out concealment’ (Maybreath, Adam and Eve, May-June 1931) and belonged to a ‘class of women with course weak natures who are given to false pretences.’ (‘The Gentle Art of Beauty, May 6, 1903). Within the home women were clean and fragrant. They were in their appropriate sphere. In contrast, the public-ness of prostitutes as ‘bodies out of place’ was coded through olfactory excess. (Corbin 1986, 192) 
Perfumeries challenged nineteenth century morality through marketing their products as natural, with ‘clinging, concentrated’ (‘Heiko Scents’, The New Idea, February 6 1911) fragrances, and which served therapeutic purposes. In 1885 the perfume ‘4711’ boasted of its ‘superior sweetness, strength and invigorating qualities’ (‘4711’, Town and Country, July 4, 1885) and by 1925 claimed to be able to cure ‘illness, headaches, convalescence and lassitude.’ (‘4711’, Australian Women’s Mirror, February 1, 1925) Perfumeries appropriated the authoritative tone of medical discourse and fused it with traditional nineteenth-century notions of the mysterious link between women and flowers. They claimed that perfumes, like women and flowers, had a ‘delicate charm.’ (‘Zenobia’, The New Idea, November 6, 1912) 
Although perfume and deodorising products were increasingly visible in women’s magazines in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, their olfactory vocabulary was limited when compared to the explosion of discourse witnessed during the inter-war years. Women who wrote in to health advice columns at the turn of the century complained more of ‘excessive perspiration’ (‘Medical Advice’, The New Idea, August 6, 1908) than the odour which it entailed. Further, when they did seek advice for their arm-pits’ ‘strong odours’, the solution never went beyond bathing. Because of the contemporary medical discourse’s preoccupation with the need for open skin pores, anything that could potentially interfere with this was seen as a threat to one’s health. As Domina warned a woman in 1908, ‘Excessive perspiration may be somewhat modified, but it is dangerous remember, to actively interfere with the action of the skin, and prevent perspiring.’ (‘Medical Advice’, The New Idea, August 6, 1908) Excessive perspiration was a condition that women could cure themselves without cost. The challenge for corporations throughout the 1920s and 1930s was to convince women that odour was a personal catastrophe and that cleanliness could only be bought.

Scenting Modernity: Odour and the cultivation of the modern female body

According to historian Martin Pumphrey, the propaganda techniques developed during World War One brought about a marked shift in the nature and efficacy of advertising. (1987,182). In Australian magazines one sees a shift from marketing products based on origins and utility to the representation and creation of fears and desires. Advertisements lured the reader in to a world of sensual delights and public pleasures, a world that was nonetheless under attack from certain enemy forces within. Only the purchase of the product being marketed could keep these olfactory threats at bay. This was not simply a matter of reflecting pre-existing desires, or of giving public voice to desires that lay dormant. Rather, it involved creating and channelling women’s desires into gender- appropriate forms.

Advertisements validated modern women’s desires to participate in public life, but simultaneously suggested that their entrance to this world needed to be purchased.  They invoked images of female bodies that symbolised freedom and independence whilst simultaneously psychically imprisoning women within a disciplinary regime of self-surveillance. Further, corporations promoted palatable, socially conservative images of women’s freedom, and thereby constrained the parameters of what it could mean for women to be engaged in public life. Where feminists and women’s organisations at the turn of the century had campaigned for women’s active involvement in the political and economic spheres of society, according to Pumphrey, corporations channelled these political desires into a world of hedonism, leisure and consumption. (1987, 182) The modern female body, in the words of Gail Reekie, was ‘manifestly the outcome of consumer activity.’ (1993, 148) It was also a somewhat paradoxical creation: a body made ‘scientifically’ odourless to conceal the smells of its innate animality, and upon acquiring the scents of maturation, it was to be rendered eternally infantile. Women were represented as independent and capable of travelling almost anywhere alone, yet found themselves permanently escorted by a man with a rather delicate nose. 

Deodorant advertisements adopted the new advertising techniques of intertwining nameless fears with modern desires. ‘Dancing, tennis, riding – all the good things in life’ began an Odo-ro-no advertisement in 1929, ‘Why should your enjoyment be spoiled by that constant nagging doubt – the doubt of your personal daintiness.’ (‘Odo-ro-no’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, March 5, 1929). All the good things in a woman’s life rarely went beyond socialising or leisure and indeed the ‘confidence’ that her new freedoms brought her could be reduced to her ‘personal freshness’. (‘Mum Deodorant’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, December 6, 1938) Freedom was defined negatively in terms of ‘freedom from perspiration’ (‘Odorono’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, December 4, 1928) and when it was defined in positive terms it was the freedom to socialise and consume. 

Advertisements represented female bodies as being in constant need of regulation as they predicated feminine identity upon the frame of ‘personal daintiness.’ ‘You can never know when you are offending’ (‘Radox’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, 9 June, 1937) they warned women. At the level of olfaction, one could never be certain of maintaining one’s feminine charm. Women did not simply begin to fear their bodily smells, they had to be taught to live in doubt, and it was a doubt that could only be allayed by the purchase of a deodorising commodity. The advertisements for the deodorant ‘Mum’ in the 1930s tried to convince women that ‘a bath is never enough’ (‘Mum’ Australian Woman’s Mirror, December 6, 1938) while Radox in the 1930s also claimed that less expensive products would never suffice. Radox told women that it was ‘useless merely to camouflage one’s unpleasantness with another by relying on a disinfectant soap and highly scented talc.’ In contrast, Radox promised that they would ‘remove the cause.’ (‘Radox’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, June 9, 1935) Ultimately, freedom from doubt could only be bought by the very corporations who created the doubt; who used veiled metaphors and euphemisms to speak about the taboo that they had created. Corporations claimed to be women’s confidantes who dared to tread where even close friends feared, speaking to women in hushed and sympathetic tones while reaping the profits from the anxieties they caused.

Like breath fresheners at the turn of the century, deodorant companies claimed authority through invoking a medical voice, which pathologised women’s bodies and suggested a cure which could only be bought. It was ‘physicians’ who recommended Odo-ro-no ((‘Odo-Ro-No’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, December 13, 1938, 38) and ‘scientists’ who formulated Cashmere Bouquet, (‘Cashmere Bouquet’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, May 7, 1929) offering remedies for unmentionable ailments that mysteriously arose from within. Women’s bodies were thus a site and source of contamination, exuding odours of which no-one (except the advertisement) dared speak. Indeed ‘Dew’ deodorant even offered a special applicator to prevent further contact with one’s under-arms. (‘Dew’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, (January 26, 1929) Deodorants also answered the concerns women voiced regarding the illnesses which could arise from blocked pores. A woman writing in to the ‘Health Advice’ section in Australian Woman’s Mirror in 1929 asserted that the closing of pores caused by deodorant was a cause of chills and that tar-soap and household vinegar were preferable. (March 5, 1929) To answer concerns like these, ‘Non-Spi’ claimed that Doctors recommended their product as it ‘simply sends perspiration to some other part of the body.’ (‘Non-Spi’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, October 31, 1933) Odo-ro no also claimed in the late 1930s that it was able to divert perspiration to other more exposed parts of the body where it can evaporate unnoticed. (‘Odo-ro-no’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, December 6, 1938)
It was not all odours that were deemed public pollutants, but specifically female odours that arose at puberty. They offended a 1920s infantile feminine ideal that had replaced the focus on maternal charm and grace of an earlier period. As Lake and Reekie have noted, 1920s beauty was equated with youth (Lake 1990; Reekie 1993) and in this context it was the sexuality of women’s bodies that smelled. In the late 1920s and 1930s Johnson’s Baby Powder began marketing its product to women under the slogan ‘Best for Baby – Best for you.’ It claimed to ‘keep you free from perspiration odour’ (‘Johnson’s Baby Powder’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, June 20, 1935) and ensure that your scent was as youthful as your child’s. Similarly, menstrual odour, that ‘most trying hygienic handicap’ (‘Kez Sanitary Pads’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, January 29, 1929) was seen as an olfactory assault. Thus ‘Kez Sanitary Pads’ for instance, were ‘deodorised, sterilised and airidized’ and Dew suggested applying its deodorant product to the lining of one’s sanitary pad. (‘Dew’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, February 12, 1929) Clearly smelling like a sexless baby was preferable to smelling like a mature woman.

The ‘truth’ of women’s malodorousness was attested to by scientific discourse. Where Cuticura Talcum Powder in 1937 was ‘scientifically prepared,’ (‘Cuticura Talcum Powder’, Everylady’s Journal, November 1, 1937) Cashmere Bouquet  in 1929 was ‘scientifically modern’ (‘Cashmere Bouquet’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, May 7, 1929) and Radox was distinguished from other anti-perspirants in 1937 because of its new and improved ‘Oxygen content’. (‘Radox’, Everylady’s Journal, November 1, 1937) Similarly, Listerine launched a series of advertisements in 1932 boasting that a consulting chemist now approved of their product, thus, ‘science now corroborates a fact (that was) well known to the medical and dental professions.’ (‘Listerine’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, September 20, 1932) Science and medicine provided the perfect languages for authorising deodorising products, given that they had long been corroborating to produce ‘facts’ pertaining to deviant bodies through a language of unutterable utterances. Women’s odours provided them with another subject for elaborate evasion – to hide the thing (be it sex or smells) that they were talking about.

Scenting Desire

Having a unique or captivating fragrance could also improve a woman’s ‘popularity’ with men, and help ‘win his admiration’(‘Three Flowers Face Powder’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, December 6, 1938) in what was, by the 1920s, a competitive dating game. As suggested at the beginning of this paper, central to the shift to modernity was a shift in the discourse of love. Romance and courtship moved beyond the controlling context of the family into the public domains of leisure, consumption and the market. In Beth Bailey’s words, courtship became an increasingly ‘private act conducted in a public world.’ (Bailey 1988, 3) Further, as suggested by Seidman, the early twentieth century witnessed a far-reaching discussion of sexuality. (Seidman 1991, 176-191) On top of the nineteenth century medical and scientific experts that Foucault has identified, feminists, marriage counsellors and social scientists joined the conversation, and in the process sexuality became integral to the discourse of love. As male and female bodies became rapidly intimate and female bodies acquired sexual identities, smell, as both a force of attraction and repulsion, assumed heightened significance. By the 1920s and 30s, Havelock Ellis’ argument that ‘it is difficult for olfactory influences to be felt until the preliminaries of courtship are over’ (Ellis 1936, 59) would have seemed glaringly anachronistic.

Advertisements for deodorant, breath fresheners and perfumes attempted to convince young people of the centrality of olfaction to courtship. Indeed, I would argue that products concerned with bodily odours were particularly amenable to advertiser’s invocations of women’s romantic desires and fears. The very linguistic structuring of smell allows greater scope for imaginative and discursive elaborations of desire than other senses. This is because smells cannot be named directly. As literary theorists Hans J Rindisbacher explains,

The lack of terminological paradigms as they exist for colours necessitates a linguistic detour through the metaphoric each time we attempt to describe smells adjectivally… ‘It smells like’, or ‘the smell of’ expresses relations of combination and contiguity rather than that of selection and similarity. Its very linguistic structure brings up an Other, a reference to the outside. (1992, 6)
Smells thus allowed corporations to dabble in dreams and anxieties. They could not describe the effects or the smells of their product directly and so invoked romance as the outside reference through which to describe their products. 
‘Maybreath’ was one of the first deodorising products to link the olfactory with intimacy. In 1924 they launched a series of advertisements that cast ‘fresh breath’ as the invisible leading role in romance narratives. They presented to the reader rather risqué images of women and men kissing, dancing and murmuring into each other’s ears. ‘Maybreath’ explained that it was their product that allowed such romantic scenarios to unfold. Further, that the information in the advertisement was privileged and confidential, for nobody else would tell you that bad breath was the central cause of romantic failures. ‘A whispered word, a kiss’, ran the advertisement, ‘what a world of difference your breath makes in enhancing the little thrills of life.’ (‘Maybreath’, Adam and Eve, June, 1926)  Like other deodorant products they interwove this language of desire with a language of fear and coercion. (see: eg. ‘Odo-ro-no’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, December 18 1928) In somewhat juridical terms Maybreath informed women that they could ‘offend’ or even be ‘guilty’ of bad breath, however could purchase ‘absolute immunity’ through their product.  Courtship was thus represented as a time when women would put their bodies on trial to be scrutinised and judged. Only through the purchase of a product like ‘Maybreath’ could they be guaranteed of a favourable verdict.

Women could find little repose in the world of inter-war advertising.  Female friends, as much as male suitors, were depicted as all-smelling invigilators or as competitors in a struggle to win male approval. Contra Kathy Peiss, who argues that the sharing of ‘beauty tips and secrets’ reveals how ‘networks of female intimacy and friendship’ can be generated through cosmetics, (2011, 7) I would suggest that such moments were more disciplinary than emancipatory. ‘Three Flowers Face Powder’ showed a group of women telling their friend that ‘a charming personality is not enough.’ She needed a ‘delicately scented’ fragrance that would render her ‘irresistible’ and ensure that she ‘won’ the man she loved. (‘Three Flowers Face Powder’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, December 6, 1938) Colgate asked a fictional Irene ‘Are you going to be an OLD MAID?’ Irene’s bad breath, the reader was informed, had left her loveless and alone at a ball; the object of her friends’ whispers and ‘pity’. (‘Colgate’, Everylady’s Journal, November 1, 1937) Lifebuoy Soap depicted a woman’s friends commenting upon her malodorousness through branding her with the new scarlet letters of the early twentieth century: ‘B.O.’ (‘Lifebuoy Soap’, Everylady’s Journal, November 1, 1937) There is little in these images to encourage female confidence and intimacy. In transitioning from ‘front porch to back seat’, or from a romantic culture of calls conducted at the woman’s home to public outings in men’s cars, (Bailey, 1988) women entered a competitive romantic arena where deodorising products were to be trusted more than female friends. 
Deodorising products not only invoked romance between women and men, but also suggested that intimacy could be cultivated between a woman and her commodity. Women were not just taught to associate their desires for sexual or self-fulfilment with the commodity, they were also told that fulfilment could be found in the commodity itself. ‘Bushell’s Tea’ in 1931 was depicted as both an aphrodisiac and the ideal lover. It was the scent of the tea that courted the woman as she languorously reclined on an Ottoman draped in love beads and silks. ‘The fragrance of blue label tea captures you before your lips even touch the cup’, the advertisement described. ‘You’ll greet its richness eagerly then deeply enjoy it.’ (‘Bushell’s Tea’, Australian Woman’s Mirror, March 24) The message by the interwar years was that sex smells as much as sex sells, and it was women in their role as consumers who were sold perfumed dreams and desires.

Conclusion

A study of olfaction is obviously more than a study of deodorant, breath fresheners, soap and perfume. It allows the scholar to examine how bodies are culturally regulated and produced as they enter new spaces, and how difference and dislike are corporealised through smell. This paper has shown how modern women were taught to monitor and fear their bodily odours as they entered new public spaces and assumed new public roles. They were subject to a disciplinary regime of self-surveillance, orchestrated largely by corporations whose pursuit of profit created new anxieties and promoted new desires. Women’s bodily odours became an affront to infantilised conceptions of feminine beauty and stood as a symbol of women’s transgressions from the domestic sphere. In a period that witnessed the abandonment of more formal Victorian codes of courtship and a rapidity of intimacy between women and men, smell, being reliant upon proximity, was implicated in the modernisation of romance. Olfaction was used to structure women’s sexual desires, commodify women’s bodies and to channel them into more socially restricted forms.




Notes





�  I have selected magazines that had both a wide circulation and were available in hard copy at Mitchell Library as I wanted to read the source in its original paper form to understand its context in relation to the rest of the magazine, something that is more difficult to gauge when using digital databases. The New Idea (1902-1911) which became Everylady’s Journal (1911-1928) and then returned to New Idea was published monthly from 1911-1938 -  and was selected for its popularity and because it was Australia’s first Australian-made women’s magazine. (See “The New Idea” for Australasian Women”, Evelyn Observer and South and East Bourke Recorder, 29.08.1902, p.6) The Australian Women’s Mirror (1924-1961) was selected because of its large circulation figures, reaching over 160,000 copies in the 1930s. Until the advent of the Australian Women’s Weekly in 1933, it was the most popular women’s magazine, in competition with New Idea. (see Cathy Perkins, ‘Australian Women’s Mirror now online’ � HYPERLINK "http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/blogs/australian-womans-mirror-now-online" �www.sl.nsw.gov.au/blogs/australian-womans-mirror-now-online�, accessed 30/04/2028)l The Australian Town and Country Journal (1870-1907) was selected for understanding the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as the main magazine for women before other women’s magazine were formed. There were 52 issues each year. (see: ‘Australian Town and Country Journal’ � HYPERLINK "https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspapers/title/52" �https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspapers/title/52�, accessed 30/04/2018). Adam and Eve (1926-1941), a weekly Melbourne based publication was selected because it covers the period under study here and because, as stated in its 1926 edition, it addressed itself to ‘women’s interests, and reviews of sport and entertainment’ see (Frank S Greenop, History of Magazine Publishing in Australia  (Sydney, 1947), pp.244-6
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