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GLOSSARY


Absolute: a highly concentrated substance extracted from plants.


Accord: a combination of several ingredients used to make a unique scent, which becomes more than the sum of its parts.


Ambrée: a fragrance family largely characterized by heavy base notes and rich spices, woods and/or resins. Renamed after the original term “Oriental” was widely considered to be no longer acceptable.


Animalic: a descriptive term for scents that are reminiscent of fragrant materials that were originally derived from animals, like musk, for example.


Base notes: linger the longest and provide the foundation to a fragrance.


Chypré: a fragrance family inspired by a classical structure of ingredients with citrus top notes (often bergamot), a floral heart and an earthy base containing oakmoss, labdanum and sometimes patchouli.


Concrete: a waxy mass obtained by solvent extraction of fresh plant material. Usually used for producing absolutes.


Dry down: the last phase of a fragrance’s lifecycle. It is the final hours when a fragrance can still be detected – the top and heart notes have disappeared and only the longest-lasting base notes remain.


Fougère: a green fragrance family inspired by notes of ferns, with mossy and woody notes. Generally a more masculine fragrance family.


Fractional distillation: the method through which it is possible to extract specific molecules from natural ingredients by repeatedly distilling and condensing a liquid mixture.


Gourmand: a type of fragrance characterized by “edible” scent notes such as chocolate, honey or coffee.


Heart notes: the main character of a perfume with a moderate evaporation time.


Monoterpenoids: a class of natural products that usually contain 10 carbon atoms in the chemical structure.


Mute: flowers which release no extract that can be used in a fragrance are described as “mute”, either because not enough absolute can be extracted or it’s simply not possible to extract. Flowers such as lily of the valley, violet and peony are mute flowers, so their scents are artificially created.


Nature identical: a synthetic fragrance that has an identical chemical structure to those found in natural sources.


Oleo-gum-resin: a plant product that consists of oil (oleo), gum and resin. It is a material which looks oily and is partly soluble in water and alcohol.


Perfumer’s organ: a personalized shelf set-up on which a perfumer will place their ingredients.


Sesquiterpenoids: a class of natural products that usually contain 15 carbon atoms in the chemical structure. This means they may be less volatile perfumery ingredients.


Soliflore: a fragrance that highlights the notes of one specific type of flower, even if the fragrance contains notes of more than one.


Solvent extraction: when ingredients are submerged in a solvent to release their aroma.


Top notes: the first impression of a perfume and the fastest to evaporate.
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INTRODUCTION


While working on this book, we asked a number of friends and family to consider the term communication. Many of the subsequent conversations quickly made reference to media that are inherently human: speech, gestures, facial expressions, or visual media such as colour and shape.


It was only after some discussion that each of them took the view that communication is, in fact, much simpler. As one dictionary notes, it’s a process in which something is “imparted, interchanged or transmitted”.


Take a moment to consider the communication in this fascinating relationship. It’s a summer evening and a moth is buzzing around a garden. As it flutters around in a palette of colours, a siren song of sweet smells floats over from a nearby climbing plant, known to us as honeysuckle.


While bees and butterflies enjoy honeysuckle’s nectar in the daytime, the nocturnal moth is the plant’s pollinator of choice because its long proboscis (mouthpart) can reach right inside the blooms. So, when evening time comes around, honeysuckle sings its scent as loud as it can, in the hope of capturing the moth’s attention.


The natural world has innumerable examples like this. In lieu of the ability to use words, plants possess scents for reasons far beyond beauty. They can be a means of sending messages, of creating bonds and of survival.


These primitive fundamentals are echoed in human beings. Our sense of smell exists to boost our ability to source food, to sense danger or to find a partner. We, too, emit our own scent that not only plays a crucial role in our relationships, but is also believed to be as unique as a fingerprint.


However, although humans are incredibly skilled at olfaction (the capacity for smell), much of that work happens at a subconscious level. Rarely do lifelong couples remark that the success of their partnership owes any degree of thanks to their olfactory compatibility.


Likewise, few people are able to explain why fragrant materials, born of wholly different species, can connect with them on deep emotional levels – and yet they do. The right combination of ingredients can transport you to a world of sensory associations that can evoke memories, pique curiosities and even alter moods.


Human beings have revered fragrant materials since time immemorial. Cultures across the world have long considered them closely tied to the divine, and have prized them for their abilities to heal, calm, stimulate, beautify and, most importantly, connect us to one another.


Our intricate attachment to the scents we find around us has meant that, for millennia, our appetite for obtaining them has been insatiable. However, harnessing nature can be immeasurably complex. Growing, harvesting, extracting and processing fragrant materials comes with immense challenges, and demands no small degree of patience.


While the perfumes of yesteryear were therefore reserved for those with deep pockets, our wealth of shared knowledge, along with a global infrastructure and hyperintelligent processes, has made the rarest and most labour-intensive materials widely available, all year round. Today, fragrance is deeply rooted into our lives, and materials that were once reserved for kings and queens are now used in everyday products – and available in what can feel like an instant.


For some, this culture of immediacy has led to the feeling that fragrance is no longer an art that requires patience. In the era of artificial intelligence, when startling new formulae can be created without any human input, perhaps many no longer consider it an art at all.


The great irony – or perhaps beauty – of this is that, despite the seemingly instantaneous supply, many of perfumery’s principals remain the same. Orris still takes years to produce. Many roses are still picked by hand at dawn. Fragrant trees still grow at the same wonderfully slow pace and are often looked after by the descendants of those who planted them.
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As we hurtle ever further into the bright lights of the digital era, the art of perfumery remains one of the few crafts to still be written in the language of the natural world.


In this book, we explore 100 materials whose singular olfactory messages are used in, or inspire, the work of perfumers all over the world. Each of them affords us the ability to send messages of our own – and, needless to say, entire books could be written about all of them. Ours is certainly not an exhaustive list. Rather, it is a celebration of our planet’s ephemeral majesty – a tribute to a subtle art that still possesses the power to change our perceptions of the world we live in. Most importantly, it is an ode to a belief we have long maintained: that nature has a voice.
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A note on the structure of the book: text contributed by Eliot Jan-Smith and Melanie-Jayne R. Howes, experts at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, with whom this book was collaboratively created, explores the scientific background of the botanical ingredients of fragrance. These sections are separated from the main text by a rule (and they have also written an informative introduction to the chapter on citrus fruits). The beautiful illustrations come from Kew’s own archives.
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CITRUS FRUITS



Citrus spp. – Rutaceae


Part of the Rutaceae family, the genus Citrus is a complicated one to unravel. It is native to a wide range – from the Himalayas east to China, then south through the islands of Indonesia and across to northern Australia – and precisely how many natural species are in the genus is unclear.
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This is chiefly because of the propensity for Citrus trees to hybridize – in fact, many of the most economically important citruses are the result of a complex sequence of hybridization events followed by centuries of selective breeding.


Some of the most common citrus fruits in cultivation include: lemons, limes, oranges (sweet, Seville and blood), grapefruits, clementines, tangerines, bergamots (which give Earl Grey tea its distinctive flavour), yuzus (a mandarin hybrid used primarily for the oil from its zest) and mandarins. Of these, only mandarins are thought to be natural, non-hybridized species. The others are all hybrids in varying proportions, principally of three different species, namely: the mandarin (C. reticulata); the pomelo (C. maxima); and the citron (C. medica). The resultant fruit are markedly different from their ancestors. Generally, citruses have been selected for a thinner pith (for easier peeling), juicier pulp, increased sweetness, more fragrant essential oil and fewer seeds, as well as horticultural traits like pest resistance or bearing more fruit.


Citrus trees generally prefer warmer climes and must be protected from frosts. Formerly, the grandest of stately homes might have had a building called an orangery specifically for the growing of citruses (as much for status symbols as for food). Such buildings needed large windows that let in light, yet to be kept warm in winter – a difficult (and expensive) task in the days before double glazing and gas boilers.


The juices of most citrus fruits are acidic, tempered to varying degrees by the level of sugar in the fruit. The main acid responsible for their sharpness is citric acid, named for its being first discovered in lemon juice. This is useful in the kitchen – lemon juice is often used to deglaze, dissolve and curdle, and employed in all sorts of tasks in which its acidity is key to its action.


Citruses are also considered a good source of vitamin C, otherwise known as ascorbic acid (ascorbic refers to its ability to prevent scurvy, or vitamin C deficiency). Sailors have known for centuries that fresh citrus fruits were one of the most effective preventions against scurvy, which, on long voyages at sea, could decimate crews. The Royal Navy’s issuing of lime juice to its crews to prevent this is thought to be the origin of the American term “limey”, meaning British sailors (and Britons more generally).


The rind or zest of citrus fruits is rich in volatile oils – so much so that these can be obtained simply by pressing or twisting the peel, with no need for distillation. The chemical limonene often makes up the bulk of citrus oils, and as its name would suggest, is responsible for the characteristic odour of citrus oils.






LEMON


Citrus x limon


In the Middle Ages, perfume was beginning to be recognized for its healing powers. Hygiene conditions were poor and miasmic scents common, so perfumed waters were not just highly regarded, but seen as medicinal miracles.


The earliest scent that we would recognize as modern-day perfume (an alcohol-based fragrance), known as Hungary Water, was one such cure-all tonic believed to possess incredible healing qualities. It was a developed version of a rosemary tonic known as Queen of Hungary Water, but with newly added citrus notes, the chief of which was lemon.


Hungary Water and its characteristic citrus quality was the precursor to a fragrance titled “Eau de Cologne”, which reached such notoriety that its name started to be used to classify fragrances based on the same style.


Today, it is estimated that the yearly production of lemon is around 10 million metric tons. With respect to perfumery, the most important part is the rind. An extraction method known as “cold expression” sees the peeled rind pressed, sometimes by hand and sometimes by machine, for a light essential oil with an unmistakably vibrant quality.


Expressed lemon oil possesses an odour that is highly reminiscent of the peel itself, with a citrusy, sweet scent profile. It is often considered to be “sparkle” or “fizz” when used as a top note. While it’s not a particularly long-lasting material, it is able to cut through compositions with great clarity.
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4711
by Muelhens


Replica Under the Lemon Trees
by Maison Margiela


L ’Etrog Acqua
by Arquiste
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BERGAMOT


Citrus bergamia


It’s said that the bergamot farmers of Calabria, Italy, have much the same resilience as the hardy fruit-bearing trees they dedicate their lives to cultivating.


Bergamot essential oil is one the most commonly used materials in perfumery. The majority of production happens in Calabria, where many family businesses have had to overcome immense challenges, including economic pitfalls and a devastating earthquake, in order to maintain their time-honoured traditions and livelihoods.


The earliest recorded use of bergamot in perfumery dates back to around 1686, when a Sicilian man named Francis Procopius introduced “bergamot water” to France. Then, in 1709, Giovanni Maria Farina, an Italian immigrant to Germany, commercialized his “Eau de Cologne” (named for his new home town) and the stage was set for bergamot, which is now estimated to feature in over half of all perfumes on the market.


Anyone partial to an Earl Grey tea, in which the bergamot rind is used for flavouring, will be familiar with the scent. It is reminiscent of other citrus fruits such as lemon or orange, but has a far more complex aroma that is both bitter and gently soothing at the same time.


It is considered a top note, and is often obtained by cold-pressing the rind of the fruit. It is sometimes used as a key material, providing a refreshing vibrancy, and other times for subtle effects, such as masking the scent of alcohol when a perfume is first sprayed.
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Eau d’Hadrien
by Annick Goutal


Orange Crush
by Fugazzi


Bergamotto
by Laboratorio Olfattivo






ORANGE



Citrus x aurantium



The natural oils obtained from the rind of the orange come under two main categories: sweet and bitter.


Bitter orange (Citrus x aurantium), sometimes known as “Bigarade”, is almost exclusively pressed from the rind. It comes in many varieties, each with a scent that differs depending on its origin. It is often pressed by hand and therefore carries a weightier price tag than that of its counterparts, with a comparatively richer aroma. Its characteristically bitter scent profile has dry nuances that work particularly well in “chypré” or “fougère” perfumes.


In contrast, sweet orange (Citrus sinensis) has a fresher, sugary scent profile that is highly reminiscent of the freshly squeezed fruit. Native to Southeast Asia, the sweet orange is believed to be a hybrid of mandarin and pomelo, and is now one of the most widely planted fruit trees in the world. The majority of oil production comes from Brazil and the US state of Florida, which have over 140,000 acres of citrus combined.


For perfumery purposes, what orange gives in zest, it lacks in longevity. It is usually only found as a top note due to its fleeting nature. It is a key component in classics such as 4711 by Muelhens and 1709 Eau de Cologne by Farina, and is believed to hold therapeutic qualities that can alleviate stress and enhance mood.
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Orange Sanguine
by Atelier Cologne


Orange Crush
by Fugazzi


Arancia di Capri
by Acqua di Parma
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YUZU


Citrus x junos


Like many citrus fruits in fragrance, the essential oil of yuzu is obtained by cold extraction. The extract comes from the peel of the fruit, not the flesh.


Although originally native to China, yuzu is grown in a few countries, and today it is widely accepted that the best fruit comes from Japan and is often even referred to as the “Japanese citron”. It is quite expensive, because the production of yuzu in Japan is limited. This means that only a few brands actually use the natural oil in their perfumes.


Yuzu is a wonderful addition to a perfumer’s organ (a personalized shelf set-up on which a perfumer will place their ingredients), because its fragrance is distinctive and complex. It can give the impression of other citrus fruits – for example, mandarin, lemon and grapefruit. It’s also somewhat green and is considered to have floral elements reminiscent of neroli and geranium. This means a perfumer can use it to pull a fragrance in many directions. Another great asset of yuzu is that it is thought to have greater longevity in a fragrance than its citrus counterparts, which are otherwise very volatile and evaporate quickly when sprayed. Yuzu can be added to prolong that fresh citrus scent.
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Yuzu Man
by Caron


Eau de Yuzu
by Nicolaï


Note de Yuzu
by Maison Kitsuné x Heeley






MANDARIN


Citrus reticulata


A characterful citrus note with a sunny disposition, mandarin is a multifaceted fruit with a fresh, green scent.


It has floral undertones, reminiscent of neroli – and, contrary to it being one of the sweetest citrus materials in perfumery, also possesses a medicinal top note. For this reason, it’s often used sparingly as a top or heart note.


The oil is extracted using cold expression. The peel is pressed, sometimes by hand but more often by machines, to produce one of three different oils. These three types (red, green and yellow) are dictated by the fruit’s maturity and each have different nuances. The red type is taken from the fully ripe fruit and has the sweetest scent, while the green type comes from the unripe fruit and has a much more tart profile. Yellow is the most scarce of the three and is often considered the most complex. It’s extracted at the midpoint of the fruit’s growth, and so possesses both the ripe sweetness and the tart, green qualities of the other oils.


You can also sometimes find “mandarin petitgrain” oil, which is an oil that is steam distilled from the leaves, twigs and sometimes unripe fruits of the tree. This dark green oil has a more pronounced floral quality, with a honeyed smokiness.
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Tobacco Mandarin
by Byredo


004
by Bon Parfumeur


Mandarino di Sicilia
by Perris Monte Carlo
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ACACIA



Vachellia farnesiana – Fabaceae


For perfumery purposes, this entry might be better named “cassie” to save confusion.


Cassie oil is extracted from the yellow pom-pom-like flowers of the Vachellia farnesiana, a small tree that grows in semi-tropical areas. It’s often confused with mimosa (Acacia dealbata), as cassie’s common name has remained “acacia” despite its revised taxonomy and the fact that the scents are quite different.


It’s perhaps best to think of cassie as the cousin of mimosa. There are similarities, but where mimosa has richer, green facets, cassie has a warm, powdery scent with soft, balsamic undertones and a lingering spice note somewhat reminiscent of cinnamon.


The flowers are extracted using petroleum ether to yield a concrete (a waxy, perfumed substance), which is then further processed using alcohol to produce cassie absolute. It’s known for being difficult to work with – but, used well, can blend harmoniously with other powdery florals such as iris, violet and, of course, mimosa.


V. farnesiana is believed to have been named after the Villa Farnese, where it was grown for ornamental purposes by an Italian family in the seventeenth century. Confusingly, Caron’s iconic Farnesiana (1947) is hailed as a mimosa fragrance, despite its name coming from the less celebrated but nonetheless present V. farnesiana, or cassie.
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The acacias have a particularly complicated taxonomy which has been revised multiple times. Sweet acacia was, until very recently, called Acacia farnesiana, before the move to the genus Vachellia. The older name Acacia still finds use – confusingly, the common name remains unchanged (see also mimosa, another Acacia species with a misleading common name, as it is not actually part of the genus Mimosa). The chemical farnesol, widely used in perfumery, was first isolated from cassie oil and is named after this species.
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Farnesiana
by Caron


Une Fleur de Cassie
by Dominique Ropion for Frédéric Malle
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