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INTRODUCTION


FROM ANCIENT TIMES, AND THROUGH CENTURIES OF SEDUCTION, WEARING PERFUME HAS BEEN A PART OF WHAT MAKES US HUMAN. PERFUME ALWAYS TELLS A STORY – THE STORY OF HUMAN BEINGS AND THEIR TIME. IT APPEALS TO THE EMOTIONS AND UNITES CULTURES. IT MAKES HEARTS SING AND RECONCILES SOULS.


THE THREE FUNCTIONS OF PERFUME


Since time immemorial people have burned various substances as a means of communicating with and praying to the gods, hence the Latin expression per fumum, meaning ‘through the smoke’, which gives us the English word ‘perfume’. Perfume plays its part in rituals, legends and beliefs. It floats from our very selves to far beyond, from believers to the gods, from humans to the cosmos. Initially it was sacred and the preserve of the gods before it became a personal-care and medicinal product for combatting epidemics. Above all, it is intimately connected with seduction. It expresses attraction and enhances our love lives.


A MIRROR TO THE WORLD


Perfume is very closely associated with personal care and therapy, which has facilitated its shift from sacred to secular over the centuries. Once freed from matters of mere survival, people could find their place in society, create an image, decide what they wished to reveal about themselves to others and enhance their social standing. Perfume became their aura, the robe of light that gave them an invisible, yet powerful, hold on others. Little by little it came to express a person’s individuality, just like their facial features and body shape. It accompanies us in our daily lives, almost like our own personal mirror. It reflects our moods and we are soothed and comforted by its familiar notes. Perfume comes into its own on the skin; the scent it exudes is the most accurate reflection of our innermost being and the expression of our sensitivities. We can choose our perfume with care or without a second thought, like falling head over heels and instinctively and impulsively knowing it is ‘the one’.
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Spring by the Polish painter Teodor Axentowicz (1859–1938).









SCENT IS PERVASIVE


Works of literature are testament to the fact that our daily lives are bathed in scents; those of trees, flowers, earth and water, and also of objects that have taken on mysterious odours as they have aged. Think of the yellowing pages of old books, the faded silk of a dress and worn, forgotten gloves. These materials are imbued with the smell of the past. In Guy de Maupassant’s novel Strong as Death, scent triggers passion in the mature man: ‘How many times a woman’s draperies had thrown to him in passing, with the evaporating breath of some essence, a host of forgotten events. At the bottom of old perfume bottles he had often found bits of his former existence; and all wandering odours – of streets, fields, houses, furniture, sweet or unsavoury, the warm odours of summer evenings, the cold breath of winter nights, revived within him far-off reminiscences, as if odours kept embalmed within him these dead-and-gone memories, as aromatics preserve mummies.’


CREATING OLFACTORY MEMORIES


Whether it awakens mystical notions or triggers sensuous thoughts, perfume digs deep into the memory to find the intensity of the emotions it arouses. Today, we acknowledge smell as one of our vital five senses – and that perfume enriches our daily lives. Every one of us knows that scents have the power to stir desire and transport us through time and space, to take us back decades or conjure up known or unknown destinations. Marcel Proust’s madeleine (in his 1913 In Search of Lost Time) was able to erase the years. Perfumers have understood this better than anyone. They are both artists and technicians, sorcerers and alchemists, who harbour within them every source of inspiration. Unlike an apothecary, who reproduces the very same formula day after day, a perfumer creates for the inner being of every one of us. Describing his craft in the eighteenth century, Jean-Louis Fargeon, Marie-Antoinette’s perfumer, said: ‘Of all the arts associated with luxury and wealth, none produces such sensual emotions as that of the perfumer.’
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English silver-gilt pomander, circa 1580. It bears the inscriptions Rose, Cedro, Gesmini, Ambra, Moschete, Viole, Naransi and Garofoli (rose, cedar, jasmine, ambergris, musk, violet, orange and clove).








‘PERFUME IS SCENT PLUS MAN’


Creating and developing a perfume is a profession which has truly unique connections with art and time. In the art of composition, there is no creatio ex nihilo; nothing is created from a void. The history of perfume shows us that it is a process, and that the present is built on the past. Perfume is not just a simple commodity. It is so much more. ‘Perfume is scent plus man,’ Provençal author of the twetntieth century Jean Giono told us, emphasizing the vital encounter of skin and fragrance, the fact that a perfume comes alive through the person who wears it. An individual, dead or alive, lives on in its intense powers of evocation and emotion. To ensure that the beautiful scent of perfume never evaporates, in 2018 UNESCO included the skills related to perfume in the Grasse area, France, on its List of Intangible Cultural Heritage.
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Provence roses (Rosa x centifolia) from the Domaine de Manon, Grasse, France.
















THE BIRTHPLACE OF PERFUME


THE EARLIEST EVIDENCE OF PERFUME USE DATES BACK TO THE BRONZE AGE, IN MESOPOTAMIA AND THE LEVANT. THERE ARE EVEN SIGNS THAT ITS HISTORY GOES AS FAR BACK AS THE NEOLITHIC PERIOD. STONE AND POTTERY CONTAINERS DATING BACK TO THE FOURTH MILLENNIUM BCE WERE UNCOVERED DURING ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATIONS IN IRAN, AND IT IS BELIEVED THAT PERFUME WAS INVENTED IN THE EAST, THEN MIGRATED TO ANCIENT EGYPT, WHICH HELPED TO ESTABLISH PERFUME AS A MUCH-LOVED COMMODITY.


THE ORIGINS OF THE FIRST PERFUMES


The first containers of fragrant substances were discovered in Iran and date back to the fourth millennium BCE. We might conclude from this that perfume was invented in the East, and written evidence and objects have been found which indicate that it was prominent in the day-to-day lives of ancient civilizations. It is thought that from southern Arabia perfume infiltrated Mesopotamia (most of which is now present-day Iraq) and then headed north to the Levant coast, or was shipped to the Persian Gulf and then across the Indian Ocean, from the first millennium BCE onwards. By the Bronze Age, perfume could be found in the eastern Mediterranean, Levant, Egypt and in and around Mesopotamia. Scented substances – mainly resins – were used in censers and perfume burners during fumigation rituals. They were considered to be rare and bear a divine imprint, so were reserved for the gods, while perfume had associations with power. Because it elevated humans and linked them to an immutable, superior order, and because fumigation was also part of funeral rituals, perfume had cult status in all the ancient religions.




All kinds of perfumed oils


In Ur, at the end of the third millennium BCE, the doors, floors and floor coverings of the temples were perfumed with cedar oil. In the influential Syrian kingdom of Ugarit, myrrh oil was used for sacrifices. In Crete, it served to perfume the vestments of the gods. During the Bronze Age (3000—1000 BCE), perfumed oil entered secular society. It was used for personal grooming and adornment and became a sign of social standing. This status symbol was taken to the grave, as demonstrated by the bottles found in burial sites.





COMMUNICATING WITH THE GODS


As far back as Neanderthal man, flowers and perfumes were associated with death and burial. Cremations, which were common in Europe’s Bronze Age around 1800 BCE, ended with the burning of resinous wood to release fragrant smells. In the late Bronze Age, the use of incense became commonplace.
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Fragment of an Egyptian relief depicting a funeral ceremony during which censers were used extensively, 26th Dynasty (circa 664–610 BCE).








There is documentary evidence from Mesopotamia showing that perfume made an appearance in the middle of the third millennium BCE, always in the form of scented oil. It was used by kings and the elite for personal grooming, and by priests during religious ceremonies. The perfume burners and censers found in temples and palaces tell us that substances were burned to tantalize the gods and purify the air, thereby eradicating bad smells and the emanations of evil spirits.
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Statuette of a woman known as ‘Woman holding the aryballos’ (a flask used to store perfumed oil), Mesopotamia, third millennium BCE.









THE IMPORTANT ROLE OF ANCIENT EGYPT


It was mainly in ancient Egypt, where many fragrant plants flourished on the banks of the Nile, that the first perfume blends were found. This country became a supplier of various essences and ben oil, extracted from the seeds of Moringa peregrina, a shrub found in Asia and North Africa. Initially intended for the gods, perfume was burned on holy altars. It was also part of embalming and mummification rituals. The Egyptians were fascinated by what happened to the soul after death. They preserved the remains of pharaohs and carefully mummified their bodies, perfecting the art of perfuming and deepening their devotion to the monarch. No ritual was complete without censers and incense. Most of the perfumes and other ceremonial oils were prepared in laboratories within the temples, because it was mainly priests who had perfume-making skills – so we might think of them as the first perfumers. This does not, however, mean that perfume was the sole preserve of the religious. Secular society had discovered its aphrodisiac and therapeutic properties.
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Papyrus showing three priests carrying out the purification rites over the mummy of the deceased scribe Hunefer, using implements including a censer and a pot of perfumed oil. Anubis, Master of Necropolises, circa 1290–1190 BCE, illustration from the Book of the Dead.








In ancient Egypt, the perfumer’s art was a very specific skill. In his Natural History (Book XII, 7), Pliny the Elder mentions the two components of a perfume: the liquid part (sucus) and the essence (corpus). The perfumers of Alexandria, ideally situated at the intersection of Eastern and African traditions, were experts in the manufacture of perfumes and balms.










GREEK AND LATIN CIVILIZATIONS


EGYPT MAY BE THE BIRTHPLACE OF PERFUME, BUT IT PASSED ON ITS KNOWLEDGE TO THE GREEKS, CRETANS AND PHOENICIANS. A GOLDEN AGE OF ANCIENT PERFUME, SHARED BY ALL THREE CULTURES, EXTENDED FROM THE TIME OF THE INVENTION OF WRITING, CIRCA 3500 BCE, UNTIL THE END OF THE WESTERN ROMAN EMPIRE IN THE FIFTH CENTURY CE.


THE ‘ORIENTALIZING’ REVOLUTION


In Archaic Greece, a period lasting from the eighth century until the early fifth century BCE, the Mediterranean became a vast area of exchange where its own cultures came into contact with the ancient civilizations of the Near and Middle East. Archaeologists call this widespread phenomenon, which affected the cultures, techniques and economies in which perfume featured prominently, the ‘orientalizing revolution’. According to the ancient Greeks, southern Arabia (modern-day Yemen) was fortunate because of its abundant natural resources of scented products, gums and resins such as frankincense and myrrh.




Aromatics: a gift from nature


The Greeks believed that aromatics were the result of a special conjunction of the Earth and the Sun. They were a gift from wild nature and the practices associated with them were intended to bring together the near with the far and link the high with the low. Although many aromatics were used in cooking, some, such as incense and myrrh, were earmarked for balms and perfumes or for the sacrificial rituals required for the worship of the gods.





The new Greek, Latin, Etruscan and Iberian cities imported raw materials and finished products, as well as exotic animals and enslaved people, from the eastern Mediterranean, Africa and the Far East. From the Bronze Age, Mesopotamian and Egyptian perfume was distributed and then made in the eastern Mediterranean. Tablets found in Mycenaean palaces tell us about how the use of perfume flourished in this period, with information about where it was made, the raw materials used and the craft of the perfumer. We know from the painted pottery perfume vessels produced in Corinth and on the islands of the eastern Aegean from the eighth century onwards that perfume remained the preserve of the gods and the elite.
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Corinthian vessel for storing perfumed oil, circa 620–590 BCE.









DIVINE PERFUME OF OLYMPUS


Alexander the Great’s conquests in Asia and the discovery of the Spice Routes led to a ‘perfume revolution’ in Greece and the whole of the West. New aromas emerged with animal-based perfumes containing musk and ambergris. The Greek perfumers also played a part in the development of perfume ranges, inventing oils and fats scented with flowers, primarily iris, rose, lily and marjoram. Frankincense, myrrh, saffron and cinnamon were some of the most precious essences. Frankincense and myrrh came from southern Arabia, passing through Egypt, Syria and Phoenicia. The Greeks believed that ambrosia, the perfume of Olympus, gave the gods their immortality. For reasons of hygiene, and to guarantee them access to eternal life, the deceased were liberally doused in perfume and buried with their personal possessions, which included their perfume bottles. For the Greeks, perfume had very strong religious connotations.
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A woman in front of a tomb holding a cylindrical clay bowl (plemochoe) and a small pottery piece containing perfumed oil (alabastron), ancient vessel (lekythos), Greece, fifth century BCE.








SECULAR USE: PERFUME IN ROMAN TIMES


The Roman Empire placed the greatest importance of all on cosmetics and perfume. Although perfume was little used in ancient Rome, the Romans gained a better knowledge of the art of perfumery when they came into contact with the Etruscans and Phoenicians. It was one of the main substances they brought back from their conquests. Roman colonization and the resulting trade introduced spices, incense, perfume baths and the use of saffron for personal grooming to what is now the Italian peninsula. The Romans maintained the Egyptian, Greek and Oriental trade networks that brought scented products in their raw state from Arabia, Africa and India. Perfume production was commonplace in Rome and indeed the peninsula as a whole. We know that in Campania it reached almost industrial proportions, primarily due to the production of olive and almond oils and the vast range of flowers, roses in particular, that grew there. The Romans believed that many aromatic substances had medicinal qualities and their use of perfume for non-religious purposes, particularly at their many banquets and in their thermal baths, was almost excessive.
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The washing and dressing of a young girl, fresco, Herculaneum, Italy, first century CE.








As far back as the first century BCE, each god had his or her own perfume: benzoin for Jupiter, aloe or agarwood (oudh) for Mars, saffron for Apollo, musk for Juno, cinnamon for Mercury and ambergris for Venus.
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The Triumph of Neptune and the Four Seasons, detail of a mosaic, Tunis, second century CE.


















THE PERFUME ROUTE I: ANTIQUITY


SINCE ANCIENT TIMES, PEOPLE HAVE BEEN DRIVEN TO TRAVEL IN SEARCH OF PRECIOUS PERFUMES. THIS QUEST TOOK THEM TO FARAWAY COUNTRIES, WHICH MEANT ROAMING FOR MANY MONTHS BEFORE THEY REACHED THE EAST OR THE MEDITERRANEAN. THEY WERE DRIVEN BY ONE GOAL – TO FIND AROMATIC PLANTS THAT WERE AS VALUABLE AS GOLD, AND VERY MUCH IN DEMAND.


THE NILE VALLEY


The Near East was an abundant source of fragrances, from rose to myrtle, iris, jasmine, crocus, violet, hyacinth, ginger, galbanum, styrax, opoponax, fenugreek, calamus, juniper, nard and cedar, to name but a few. Amber came mainly from the Arabian Sea, sandalwood and oudh from the Indies and the Indochinese peninsula. Frankincense and myrrh from Arabia and the Red Sea region passed through the Nile valley. Phoenicians and Cypriots excelled in the manufacture of perfumes and in the spice trade around the Mediterranean. They obtained their supplies from the Nile Delta, Arabia and the Red Sea region.
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Queen Hatshepsut’s expedition to the Land of Punt


The maritime expedition sent by Queen Hatshepsut in the first half of the fifteenth century BCE is a perfect example of the legendary quest for fragrances. At the queen’s request, they were to bring back sufficient quantities of myrrh from trees native to the Near East, and the trees themselves, to satisfy the needs of the Egyptians. Five ships set off on a long and perilous journey from Thebes to the ‘Land of the God’, guarded by a giant snake, the perfume king. The exact route remains a mystery. Did the ships sail along the Red Sea coast, departing from ports such as Quseer or Ras Gharib? Or did they sail up the Nile? The Egyptians took ‘Hathor, the Lady of Punt’ gifts from the royal workshops. In exchange, they received gold, frankincense, ivory, wild animal skins and a cargo of aromatic plants and resins. They also uprooted 31 myrrh trees to be replanted in front of Queen Hatshepsut’s temple in Deir el-Bahari. There were great festivities to celebrate the return of the expedition and the queen herself planted the myrrh trees in the gardens of Amun. However, the planting holes uncovered in the garden during archaeological digs indicate that the trees were unable to acclimatize to their new environment. Until the end of the Pharaoh civilization, the Egyptians would have to import their precious resins from Punt, that mystical land said to be located south of the Arabian Peninsula or in East Africa.







[image: ]




Transporting myrrh trees to be replanted in front of Queen Hatshepsut’s temple in Deir el-Bahari.










ALEXANDER THE GREAT’S EMPIRE


Alexander founded cities that would give rise to new and very profitable perfume routes on both land and sea. At that time, because of their religious, metaphysical and sociological value, perfumes were as expensive as precious metals. From his small kingdom of Macedonia, Alexander the Great conquered the Middle East and Central Asia, taking Greek civilization as far as India and bringing back the perfumes and the culture of the countries under his control. According to Plutarch, when Alexander saw the perfumed rooms and scented baths in Persia for the first time in October 331 BCE, after his incredible victory over Darius III (the ‘king of kings’), he declared, ‘So, that was what it was like to be a king, it seems.’ The aromatic plants travelled from Petra’s vast warehouses to Gaza, from where they were shipped to Greece and Italy.
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Merchants and caravans, miniature from Al-Hariri’s Maqamat (Assemblies), Baghdad school, circa 1200–99.








THE SILK AND INCENSE ROUTE


The Romans, in turn, established five major routes to Asia for silk, rice, furs, precious stones and spices, which were transported by caravans across Chinese Turkestan and Persia then along the Euphrates valley. From the Middle Ages onwards, goods were shipped to Europe from Antioch or Alexandretta (in Turkey today) via Venice, Amalfi or Genoa. The convoys carrying incense, myrrh and cinnamon were duplicated by sea routes from China and Bengal, passing through Cochin, Bombay, Surat and Aden, then along the long Red Sea corridor to Alexandria, from where the goods were shipped to Venice from the fifth century CE onwards.
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Papyrus taken from the temple in Deir el-Bahari, Luxor, Egypt, recounting Queen Hatshepsut’s expedition to the land of Punt.









BYZANTIUM


Byzantium’s position, standing guard over the entrance to the Bosphoran Kingdom, made it important to other Greek cities, particularly those in the Peloponnese region, for the trade in wheat, leather, wax and enslaved people. In the Hellenistic period, the Greeks established a cosmetics industry in the city. In the year 330, under the Eastern Roman Empire, the city was renamed Constantinople in honour of Emperor Constantine I, who had rebuilt and improved the city, naming it the imperial capital. As the terminus of the Silk Road, Constantinople saw its fortunes soar thanks to trade with Europe and the East, to such an extent that it became the most magnificent city of its time. Its people embraced an elegant lifestyle, with rosewater and soap used in the public baths.


CYPRUS


The island of Cyprus, birthplace of Venus, was also central to the trade in perfumes from the East as well as being famous for its oakmoss-scented gloves and vine-flower perfume compositions. It was close to Egypt and Asia, from where perfumed products arrived in Phoenician ships, adding to the many local resources such as rose, iris and thyme
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Nile scene on an earthenware dish from a tomb in Enkomi, Cyprus, circa 1400–1200 BCE.



















RAW MATERIALS AND THE FIRST PERFUMES


PERFUME WAS OMNIPRESENT IN THE ANCIENT WORLD, USED FOR SPIRITUAL PURPOSES AND FOR BODY CARE. THE FIRST FRAGRANT SUBSTANCES WERE MAINLY RESINS AND PLANT-DERIVED RAW MATERIALS USED AS EARLY AS 4000 BCE IN FUMIGATION RITUALS. THEY WERE INTENDED FOR THE GODS AND WERE THE PRESERVE OF ROYAL FAMILIES. MYRRH AND FRANKINCENSE WERE PARTICULARLY PRIZED BY THE EGYPTIANS.


PLANT-DERIVED MATERIALS


Since ancient times, perfumes have been made from plant-derived raw materials such as blue lotus flowers, whose scents were deemed to come from the gods. Thought to carry creation god in their calyx, they are associated with the myth of creation and feature heavily in Egyptian iconography. Along with the papyrus flower, they symbolize the union of Upper and Lower Egypt, the two parts of the kingdom. Other Egyptian plants used included sweet galangal, narcissus, ben oil (from Moringa) and benzoin. The first floral notes can be traced back to the Mycenaean civilization, where sage and especially rose oils were used.
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Scene of a funeral banquet, depicting two women each holding a mandrake fruit and a third smelling a lotus flower, fresco, circa 1390 BCE.








Some raw materials were very precious because they had to be imported. These included opoponax, and frankincense brought back from the mysterious Land of Punt, which Queen Hatshepsut tried to acclimatize to Egyptian soil (see here). In ancient times, the Nile valley became a transit area for Boswellia and Commiphora, gum resins from Arabia and the shores of the Red Sea (see box, facing page). Other imported aromatics of foreign origin were conifer resins and oils, terebinth resin and mastic from the Near East and eastern Mediterranean. Gradually, imports from the north diversified, but the southern trade routes were the most sought-after, becoming the object of Egyptian covetousness and supremacy.




Incense and resins


White incense, or frankincense, is a resinous gum obtained by cutting the bark of the Boswellia sacra tree, which produces a natural sap on contact with air. According to Egyptian legend, incense was brought by a sacred Phoenix, as recounted by Ovid (43 BCE—17 CE) in Book 15 of his Metamorphoses. Considered to be a gift from the gods, it accompanied prayers and offerings in daily rituals. It was also a component of the embalming resins used in funeral rites.


The Egyptians also prized the precious resin extracted from Commiphora myrrha, or myrrh tree, which grew at an altitude of about 1000 metres (3281 feet) in Somalia, Ethiopia, Sudan and the Arabian Peninsula. Myrrh preserved the body during embalming and also revived the spirits of the faithful. It was a perfume for both life and death.
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Fresco depicting a priestess burning incense, sixteenth century BCE.











THE FIRST PERFUMES


There is documentary evidence from ancient Mesopotamia that the first perfumes took the form of scented oils. The many variations available included primarily chufa, linseed, lettuce seed, sesame and ben oils scented with herbs, spices and flowers such as marjoram, white violet, blue lotus, narcissus, iris and rose.
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Blue lotus flower.








In ancient Egypt, perfumes and aromatic plants played a key role in the daily rituals performed in temples. Many recipes for liturgical perfumes and burning gums and resins survive today. Among them, sonter (terebinth resin) was said to have the power to revive objects and places and so was used to extol the gods and awaken statues each morning. All these compositions were made by priests (the first perfumers), who were duty-bound to make three offerings each day: resin in the morning, myrrh at noon and kyphi, the great sacred scent, in the evening.
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Egyptian relief of women gathering lilies, circa 664–525 BCE.









MENDES PERFUME


According to Pliny the Elder (Natural History Book XIII, 4, 5, 63), Mendes perfume, which took its name from Lower Egypt’s administrative capital in the Nile Delta and was also known as heken oil, became very popular in ancient Egypt. It comprised ben oil scented with myrrh, cinnamon and resin.


KYPHI


From all the different specimens collected, kyphi was a perfume for burning containing over a quarter resin (myrrh, mastic and terebenthine) and almost the same proportion of fragrant woods and roots. It was a gentle scent with resinous and balsamic qualities, vanilla and oriental notes from styrax and a myrrh finish. Each of its ingredients, whether myrrh, frankincense or styrax, had its own special liturgical purpose. Its name translates as ‘twice-good perfume’ because it was burned by Egyptian priests in homage to the god Ra and was also known for its beneficial properties in humans.


It is thought that the kings and queens of predynastic Egypt (4000–3000 BCE) used this elegant composition to convert their life force to a spirit during funerals.


There are two recipes originating in the Edfu laboratory, which was typical of Ptolemaic and Roman temples, but the preparation could vary and ingredients were substituted according to what was available. This is why the Egyptian and Greek ingredient lists are not exactly the same. As a panacea, this sacred perfume reigned supreme in the ancient world.
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Ancient document depicting a bowl of burning kyphi, circa 987–990 CE.








METOPION


This is another famous scent that earned ancient Egypt its great reputation for perfumes. It was a complex composition of bitter almond oil extracted in Egypt, to which was added omphacion (green olive oil), cardamon, fragrant reed (Acorus calamus), honey, wine, myrrh, balsam seeds, galbanum and terebenthine.
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Priests during a funeral ritual, circa 667–647 BCE.









THE ROYAL PERFUME


The royal perfume is said to have been created for the Parthian king. Hereditary enemies of Rome, the Parthians were descendants of the multi-kingdom Arsacid dynasty, which was founded in 250 BCE and ruled the Persian Empire. At the time, because they dominated much of the world, the Persians were able to import many raw materials. The perfume caused a sensation in Rome and Pliny the Elder revealed its secret composition: ‘Let us now talk about the ultimate in perfumes, the best of the best. I want to talk about the royal perfume, so named because it is prepared by the Parthian kings. It comprises ben oil (myrobalan or myrobolan), costus (from the Indus), black cardamon (from Nepal), cinnamon (from Sri Lanka), nut juice (Somali mokor), cardamom (Malabar ginger), nardostachys (Indian citronella), marum (Teucrium marum, a Libyan labiate), myrrh, cassia (Arabian cinnamon), styrax benzoin, labdanum (cistus), balm, Acorus calamus (a fragrant reed), fragrant rushes from Syria, oenanthe (or vine flower), malabathrum (Indian bay leaf), Cinnamomum tamala (Chinese cinnamon), henna, aspalathos (thorny broom), panax (Syrian opoponax), saffron, tiger nut, marjoram, lotus, honey and wine. None of these components of this scent is grown in Italy, despite the fact the country ruled the world.’ Natural History (Book XIII, 17–18)


It is not known if this catalogue of ingredients was a figment of his imagination, but Pliny believed that its complexity marked it out as a perfume of quality. For the Romans, it was the symbol of the Pax Romana period. The emperors believed that smelling good made them feel like Alexander the Great, the king of kings, who had a god-like status in their eyes.




[image: ]




Psyche and Cupid making perfume, Roman fresco, circa 50–79 CE.
















USAGE IN ANCIENT TIMES


PERFUME WAS OMNIPRESENT IN THE ANCIENT WORLD, USED FOR SPIRITUAL AND RELIGIOUS PURPOSES AND FOR BODY CARE. IT REACHED THE ENTIRE MEDITERRANEAN AREA AND WAS ADOPTED BY THE GREEK AND LATIN CIVILIZATIONS, WHO USED IT IN THE SAME WAY AS THE EGYPTIANS. THIS WAS THE GOLDEN AGE OF ANCIENT PERFUME


ANCIENT EGYPT: PRIMARILY SACRED USE


In the Pharaonic era perfume was used daily in secular spheres, but its main function was religious. Priests performed their daily rituals in temples filled with many different aromas. Perfume offerings were made to the gods. Incense and flowers were offered to the deities and to the king, represented by the priests, and there were at least three perfume fumigations each day.
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Small wooden stela of Aafenmut showing the deceased, dressed in a robe draped round a tunic, offering incense to the seated sun god, Ra-Horakhty, circa 924–899 BCE.
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Four young women, dressed in elaborate attire and wearing wigs adorned with lotus flowers and balm-filled cones, play music at a banquet held in honour of the deceased, mural, Nebamun’s tomb, Egypt, 18thDynasty, 1350 BCE.
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Woman with a rose, detail of a Greek red-figure vase, fifth century BCE.










Perfume for seduction and festivities


Already in Egyptian times, perfume played a major role in seductive relations. Ptahhotep wrote: ‘If you are a good and accomplished man, love your wife with sincerity and loyalty. Satisfy her and dress her in the knowledge that perfumes are the best way to care for the body.’ Makeup, unguents, oils and balms were often used for pleasure and seduction but remained the preserve of the upper classes. Cleopatra was known for her particular use of perfume. She organized banquets where flowers were thrown on the floor, fragrant waters were sprayed, scented braids covered the walls and, on her orders, incense was burned both to impress and honour her guests.





SWEET SCENTS FOR THE GODS AND THE HEREAFTER


The Egyptians perfumed statues of their gods with incense and scented balms to bring them back to life. The families of pharaohs and priests themselves wore makeup and perfume and women’s bodies were rubbed with scented balms as part of a purifying ritual. After death, the body had to be prepared for its journey to the hereafter. During the embalming ceremony, it was anointed from head to toe and then covered in bandages and scented holy oils to keep it sweet-smelling for eternity and also mask the smell of excrement, which symbolized mortal life, darkness and evil. The fragrance neutralized the odour, thereby guaranteeing the passage into the afterlife and immortality. The ceremony ended with fumigations to ensure the well-being and serenity of the deceased.
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