
[image: ]



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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