WAITING FOR GODET
Julien-Joseph Godet was a fragrance rebel who made perfume for Henri Matisse.
But after Julien-Joseph died, the House of Godet disappeared, too, until one day
his great granddaughter discovered some old fragrance bottles in the attic…

‘I found all of these amazing old Godet bottles. I
was blown away. The smell was still there, all the
natural scents, the roses, the jasmine, the tuberose
— it was really incredible. It was a huge revelation
for me, and I said, “I want to resurrect the brand”’
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THE TURN OF THE 20TH CENTURY WAS A TUMULTUOUS TIME in modern art, and
nowhere more so than in France, where, in the French Riviera, the likes of Henri Matisse and
Pablo Picasso were busy tearing up the rulebook, turning conventional art on its head. But the
urge to subvert was catching. Elsewhere, in the hills overlooking the Mediterranean,
a friend of the modern-art pioneers was busy disrupting the world of fragrance.
Julien-Joseph Godet was just 21 years old when he founded the House of Godet in 1901. A
young man described by his family as a ‘rebel armed with natural fragrances’, he soon gained
a reputation for innovation thanks to his determination to break free from the established
norms of the industry. A chance meeting with artist Pierre Bonnard on a cruise ship in Belgium
led to Godet spending more and more time on the French Riviera, befriending the artistic
community — which included Pablo Picasso, Joan Miró and Henri Matisse — that centred
around the hilltop town of Saint-Paul de Vence. Godet even produced perfumes especially for
Matisse’s muse, Henriette Darricarrère, and Bonnard’s wife, Marthe de Méligny.
‘At the time, Julien-Joseph was part of the artistic circle of the region,’ explains Sonia Godet, his
great-granddaughter. ‘He was creating perfume like a painting: in the same way that the old
painters would take two months to find a colour, he would do the same, producing each note.’
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Her life may have continued in that vein had her grandfather
not had a stroke in 2016. ‘I flew back to see him at his house in
Saint-Paul de Vence. He asked me to bring down some of his
father’s fragrances from the attic, and I found all of these
amazing old Godet bottles. I was blown away. The smell was still
there, all the natural scents, the roses, the jasmine, the tuberose
— it was really incredible. It was a huge revelation for me, and I
said, “I want to resurrect the brand.”’
Her grandfather was, understandably, a little reluctant about the
idea. ‘He said, “You work for Cartier, it’s an amazing brand, it’s
international, why would you relaunch this house?” And I said,
“No, it’s extraordinary, it’s all natural, it’s our family, it’s our
heritage and our tradition — and I want to redo it just the way it
was.” One month after that I came back from New York, straight
to Grasse, to work on the project.’
Sonia began by remaking Julien-Joseph’s formulas, including
Petite Fleur Bleue, his first fragrance, which he made for his
wife; Folie Bleue, which he created for Matisse; and Fleurs de
Reine, the tuberose scent made for Marthe de Méligny. Bonnard
was so impressed with Julien-Joseph’s scent creation that he
painted Marthe holding the perfume bottle in his 1908 painting
The Bathroom (The Dressing Room with Pink Sofa). ‘For Bonnard,
his wife was everything,’ says Sonia. ‘She was his model, his
companion, his best friend and his muse.’

Sadly, by 1960, the competition from huge fragrance houses
creating synthetic products meant that Godet, with its
dedication to scent produced entirely from natural ingredients,
was forced to close. ‘Other houses came up and our family
brand completely disappeared,’ recalls Sonia. ‘My grandfather
started to produce food aromas instead, through a different
branch of Godet, which continues to this day.’
But for Sonia Godet, there was no doubt she’d follow in the
family tradition. ‘I was born in 1988, so almost 30 years after
everything stopped for the brand. From a really early age, I was
very passionate about perfumes. My grandfather really
appreciated that and taught me a lot about flowers, different
types of wood and how to mix scents. At 10 years old, I was
already able to compose my own fragrances. I loved every kind
of smell; from roses to what we put on roses to make them
grow. Every smell was important. For me, there’s no such thing
as good or bad smells — they are all good.’
After attending perfumery school (and ‘learning everything
from composition to the art of perfumery, to how to sell
perfumes… all the details’), she was offered a job with L’Oréal in
Paris for two years, before joining Cartier’s fragrance branch in
New York. ‘It was small in comparison to a huge commercial job
like L’Oréal, but it was really interesting because Cartier has a
very artistic style,’ she says. ‘Every perfume is unique; Cartier
uses natural ingredients, so it really opened my eyes to that.’

Sonia set about launching 12 scents: six historic Godet fragrances and six of her own. ‘It was
very difficult because I had to find the ingredients and develop the relationships to make that
happen, working with the jasmine producers, the rose growers, going to see them and almost
begging to work with them because they’re very rare.’ Happy to see this ancient house
crafting fragrance with natural ingredients once more, producers were enthusiastic to help
her. ‘It’s the same for us now. We really take the time to create perfumes in a way that’s slow,
with research,’ Sonia explains. ‘The quality is completely different to traditional perfumes.
There are no synthetic chemicals. It’s just very pure, the essence of the flower. It’s totally
different.’
And so, nearly 60 years after it closed its doors, Godet was reborn. Remaining true to her
roots, Sonia decided that the brand should once more sell its fragrances exclusively from one
boutique — in Saint-Paul de Vence, where it all began. ‘I didn’t want to be like everybody else,
distributing the brand everywhere. I wanted to have the brand exclusive to our historic
village. This place is protected by UNESCO, it’s a very ancient place and we created
something that looked exactly like the perfumery that was there from 1901 until 1960. All of
the people here are so happy to see the perfumes that their grandmothers and grandfathers
used to wear brought back to life.’ •

‘We take the time to create
perfumes in a way that’s slow.
The quality is completely
different to traditional perfumes.
There are no synthetic chemicals.
It’s just very pure, the essence of
the flowers’
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