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G R A S S E

N O T E S

F R O M



IN THIS FRENCH RIVIERA TOWN,  

SENSORY OVERLOAD IS A GOOD THING. 

BY MATTHEW WEXLER  

PHOTOGRAPHY BY CAROLE POIROT

Molinard’s showroom and (opposite)  
harvested roses at Fragonard.
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W
HEN MARIE Antoinette at-

tempted to flee Paris in 1791, 

she packed her perfume, a 

custom blend of rose, jasmine, 

and bergamot by her personal perfum-

er, Jean-Louis Fargeon. Her signature 

scents were as much a part of her iden-

tity as her crown. The alleged travel 

case containing her precious crystal 

and porcelain bottles is now on display 

at the Musée International de la Par-

fumerie in Grasse, the Provençal town 

whose flowers supplied the queen’s 

scents and still give many of the world’s 

most coveted fragrances their soul. 

Flower fields surround the narrow 

roads that wind their way to Grasse, a 

hilltop French Riviera retreat about a 

25-minute drive northwest of Cannes. 

Some 120 acres of rose, jasmine, laven-

der, orange blossom, and more, plant-

ed in fragrant rows, supply botanicals 

for the town’s 70 perfumeries – from 

the world’s oldest perfume houses to 

boutique producers who partner with 

brands such as Tom Ford, Dior, and  

Chanel. (Grasse jasmine is a key ingre-

dient in Chanel N°5.) Some 300 days of 

sunshine per year and a perch between 

the Mediterranean and the French Alps 

create ideal flower-growing conditions. 

In May, centifolia roses bloom on hill-

sides and decorate the town for its an-

nual Expo Rose festival. Come August, 

jasmine covers fields in waves of white. 

But at any time of year, perfumers open 

their ateliers, ready to introduce visi-

tors to their worlds.

“To come to Grasse is to enter a very 

real fantasy world of perfume,” says Ane-

sia Dican, a perfumer at Galimard. “We 

are the world’s capital of scent. Over 

time, the industry here has had its ups 

and downs, but right now, heritage per-

fume making is at its peak.”

Grasse’s perfume history begins with 

less-sweet-smelling origins: In the six-

teenth century, the town was known for 

leather goods production, and tannery 

workers’ gloves emitted a putrid stench, 

so they macerated flowers in animal fat 

and massaged the mixture into their 

gloves to mask the odor. As Grasse’s tan-

ning prospects waned, farmers began 

growing and harvesting more flowers for 

the emerging perfume industry. Jean de 

Galimard was one of the industry’s earli-

est innovators, founding his perfumery 

in 1747 and supplying scents to Louis 

XV. Two centuries later, Joseph Roux 

immortalized de Galimard by opening 

a distillery and perfume house in his 

name. Travelers can visit the house’s 

factory-museum and atelier, where two-

and-a-half-hour deep dives let visitors 

create their own custom scents. 

After I settled into my perfume “or-

gan,” a semicircular workstation with 

126 fragrances lined up in small amber 

glass bottles, Dican commenced my 

olfactory education: Extrait (extract) 

contains the highest concentration of 

essential oils, followed (in order) by par-

fum, eau de parfum, eau de toilette, and 

cologne (which isn’t gender-specific, de-

spite popular belief). A scent’s top notes 

(the head), middle notes (the heart), 

and base notes combine to create a  

From left: Fragonard’s boutique 
and private garden.
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fragrance that evolves throughout the 

day. A nez (master perfumer) spends 

years training to learn how to identify, 

blend, and create formulas from mil-

lions of potential combinations. 

Perfume making is “a never-ending 

story of culture, art, science, and pa-

tience,” says Dican, who moved from Ro-

mania to France to study at the Grasse 

Institute of Perfumery. She tells me that 

it takes up to five tons of handpicked 

centifolia roses – harvested at dawn on 

the day they bloom – to yield just over 

two pounds of essential oil.

With a glass of Champagne bolster-

ing my expertise, Dican helped me 

blend my custom 100ml bottle of eau 

de parfum and shared a digital archive 

of my formula for future orders. My 

creation included yuzu top notes, a 

green amber base, and a musky touch 

of civet at its heart. Dican described 

it best, while evoking a version of my-

self that I wanted to know better: “It’s 

fresh, boozy, and zesty,” she says, “with 

a touch of sweetness.” 

IF GALIMARD’S OUTPOST is an 

elevated science lab, Molinard’s bas-

tide, established in 1849, is a true Pro-

vençal respite. Complimentary tours 

guide visitors through the museum, 

factory, and boutique, spotlighting 

the Gustave Eiffel-designed distillery, 

vintage manufacturing tools, and col-

lectible glass bottles by René Lalique 

and Baccarat. In addition to its fra-

grances, including the signature Ha-

banita perfume (released in 1921 and 

still in demand), Molinard’s colorful, 

handcrafted soaps line shelves in its 

Paris, Nice, and Cannes boutiques.

Between perfumeries, Grasse war-

rants plenty of other sensorial de-

tours: a plate of stuffed savoy cabbage 

at Lou Pignatoun, a rose latte from 

Café Fleur, truffles from bean-to-bar 

chocolatier Maison Duplanteur. Nar-

row cobblestoned streets lined with 

pale-pink and mustard-yellow me-

dieval buildings showcase a Riviera 

hamlet that may not pack as much 

glitz as some of its neighbors, but has 

just as much charm. 

GO  Virtuoso travel advisors can work with Chocolatine, an on-site connection in France, to 

design custom tours in and around Grasse, including private perfumer’s apprentice workshops 

at Fragonard and Molinard. Departures: Any day through 2027.  

STAY  A former seventeenth-century convent, Hôtel du Couvent offers refuge from Nice’s 

bustle. The 88-room hotel, a 45-minute drive east of Grasse, is home to Roman baths, a popular 

boulangerie, and an on-site apothecary featuring herbalist-led classes. Virtuoso travelers receive 

breakfast daily and a $100 hotel credit.

Once a beloved summer hideaway for F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald, the 43 rooms at Hôtel 

Belles Rives in Antibes Juan-les-Pins overlook one of the Riviera’s best sunset perches on the 

Mediterranean, a 30-minute drive southeast of Grasse. Many rooms feature Hermès wallpaper 

and sweeping water views. Virtuoso travelers receive breakfast daily, a $100 dining credit, and 

chairs on the hotel’s private beach.

An hour’s drive northeast of Grasse along the Riviera, Château Eza’s 14 rooms and suites oc-

cupy a restored 400-year-old castle with commanding Mediterranean views in the pedestrian-

only village of Èze. The boutique-lined center and the hilltop Jardin Exotique d’Èze are both short 

walks away. Virtuoso travelers receive breakfast daily and a $100 dining credit. 

Stop and Smell the Roses

Grasse in bloom.
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My final stop was Fragonard, the 

century-old, family-owned business 

known for its Belle de Nuit perfume and 

selection of skincare, linens, and home 

goods. Inside its converted eighteenth-

century tannery, visitors can spy rare 

Egyptian blush spoons and medieval 

pomanders in the museum, and watch 

the operation line whisk estagnons (the 

house’s signature aluminum contain-

ers) through production.

My guide, Eira, who’s been with 

the house for 20 years, showed me 

around the perfumery, from the dis-

tillery to the bottling room to, of 

course, the boutique. Grasse’s perfume  

industry generates more than $3 bil-

lion in global annual revenue – a re-

markable figure for such a compact 

village. But the numbers don’t do the 

visceral experience justice. “A perfume 

always tells you something about the 

person wearing it,” Eira says. In the 

case of Grasse, it tells you everything 

about place.   

Galimard perfumer 
Anesia Dican.


