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How to Connect Your Nose to Your Brain by Tania Sanchez  

One late-spring afternoon, Luca and I headed to the perfume floor at Harrods, where he was leading a small group on tour—his kids’ classmates’ parents who had paid for the privilege as a fund-raising event for the school—no perfume fanatics, just ordinary people indulging curiosity. We guided them through Lauder, Guerlain, Hermès, Chanel, Caron, and so on; explained what they were smelling; and watched them react. Some they loved and some they hated; sometimes they strained to match words to sensation, and sometimes they snapped to attention when the ideas locked exactly into place. At one point, Luca sprayed the first fragrance from Comme des Garçons and explained it had started a trend for transparent orientals. A tall, well-dressed, intelligent man with a forecasting job in telecommunications protested, “How can a smell be in fashion?” As far as our questioner was concerned, perfume was too immaterial to fall into patterns and categories. How could something as shapeless and evanescent as a smell have a history and a culture?

The question is understandable for many reasons, not least that, until modern perfumery began at the end of the nineteenth century, advances were limited to mixtures of natural extractions of local materials, with the occasional incursion of exotic resins and plants imported from distant lands at high prices. For centuries, the greatest perfumery idea was probably the eau de cologne. Throughout the twentieth century, however, perfumery flourished as one of the great popular arts, following a flowering of ideas in the industrial age, in the same way that fashion, music, and design flourished, contributing more and more beauty to the everyday life of the everyday person. Yet perfume is probably the least understood and least appreciated of the arts. After all, it’s girl stuff. Even food and wine, closely related to perfume since flavor is mostly smell, have the status of arts worth documenting, preserving, and understanding, earning whole newspaper sections and walls in the bookstore, bringing fame and TV time to their star practitioners.

Meanwhile, perfumers mostly toil in anonymous darkness, and the little writing there is on their creations falls largely into two unreadable genres: breathless purple descriptions by ad writers or poker-faced pseudoscience from aromatherapists. An example of the former, cribbed from the blog Now Smell This on November 17, 2007: “Humiecki and Graef asked Laudamiel to create a perfume that captures the state of ‘how men cry’—eruptive and sensual. Pictures from Slavic culture, as well as how they deal with melancholia and happiness served as inspiration [sic]. The result is a perfume that combines raw eruption, sensual strength, melancholic warmth and deep mysticism.” An example of the latter, from a January 2000 article in Psychology Today: “Aromatherapy seems to foster deep relaxation, which has been shown to alter perceptions of pain. Essential oils also affect the brain in the hippocampus, the seat of memory, and in the amygdala, which governs emotions; inhaling oils helps us make pleasant associations, easing tension.” Neither is likely to increase the culture of perfume.

Smell psychologists and the uncritical journalists who love them get a lot of mileage out of calling smell the most primitive sense. (When I am queen of the universe, the epithets “the most primitive sense” and “the most mysterious sense” will be banned from all writing on smell.) But as with all of the work of evolutionary psychologists, the conclusions that support our desires and reinforce our prejudices are those of which we should be most wary. Skim the shelves of any bookstore nonfiction section to see a large selection of fiction: pop psychology books assuring us that, since we’re no better than the average dog (never mind that dogs are much better than we think), all our behavior is nothing but the basest animal instincts in different dress, that men will always be peacocks in full strut looking to distribute their genetic material as widely as possible, and that women will always be gregarious hens pecking at each other to attract the attention of the alpha male. Psychologists seem particularly fixated on sex as the engine that secretly drives our every choice and action. This point of view never cost a psychologist his or her job or interfered with book sales, and offers the irresistible premise that biology releases us from the responsibility to make choices. Pop psychologists love smell. Smell is supposedly about sex and deeply buried memory, a sense that bypasses the rational mind, thwarts all efforts of language to describe it, and reaches sneaky neural wiring directly into regions beyond thought—for example, forcing you to be sexually attracted to or threatened by the perspiration of basketball players or generating forceful hallucinations of childhood triggered by smells of floor wax. It’s the fondest hope of every perfume firm that the psychologists should be right, and that human beings should be sniffing each other to say hello and see who’s been where and with whom. Psychology is supposed to be a science, and science makes profits predictable.

Unfortunately for the profits, perfume really is an art, not a science. Tocade is not a better fragrance than Dior Addict because it better approximates the mix of odors released by a fertile female. Tocade is better than Dior Addict because it’s more beautiful. The varieties of beauty in art are not irreducibly animal and ineffable. Somebody puts these things together with skill and intention. Perfumes have ideas: there are surprising textures, moods, tensions, harmonies, juxtapositions. Perfumes seem to come in various weights and sizes, to have different personalities, to wear different clothes, to worship different deities. Some perfumes are facile and some are complicated; some are representative, some abstract. Above all, some are better than others.

All the same, perfume suffers several drawbacks as a subject of serious study. First, nothing can be smelled without disappearing. You don’t use up a picture by looking at it, but each time you uncork a perfume, the bit that evaporates is the bit you enjoy, and after you’ve smelled it, there’s no getting it back into the bottle. Everyone who has ever looked at the decreasing level of a beloved and discontinued perfume knows the anguish of the finiteness of resources. Therefore, preservation and appreciation can seem incompatible goals. Second, perfume changes over time in the bottle once exposed to air and light, so perfume can be a bit like those digital-rights- managed music formats that expire after you start listening to them. You can’t enjoy the same bottle forever, in other words. Third, direct experience is the only experience. You can’t reproduce smells in books or digitize them. Fourth, the perfume industry, in a hoary, unbroken tradition of self-defeating behavior, has done everything it can to avoid viewing its work as art. Perfume companies do not generally keep archives. They change formulas without telling customers. They discontinue their classics. They lie about contents. They hide the perfumers and art directors responsible. They shill shameless copies of great ideas and hope no one notices. They’ve even withdrawn advertising from magazines that criticized their work. Fifth, perfumes are lumped in with cosmetics and all the folderol that accompanies them, and therefore hidden in the veil of hope and lies that enshrouds all beauty products in jars. And sixth, we are not taught a vocabulary of perfume. Its materials are strange, save what we know from gardens and kitchen cupboards, so we find it difficult to name the different shades along a spectrum vastly more complicated and variegated than the colors in a Crayola box. As it is, the beginner struggles to pick out one or two characteristics of a perfume. For instance, if we’re told two perfumes are roses, but they’re clearly different, we often struggle to explain exactly how. It takes some getting used to.

In fact, until recently, talking intelligently about the art of perfume seemed impossible. Then suddenly it seemed inevitable. What changed? The obvious: the Internet. Online now you can read historical and technical information, find discontinued or otherwise elusive perfumes, order samples of raw materials to smell out of curiosity, and, most important, find communities of people clustered around this single obsession. Half of what I know I owe to the twenty-four-hour-a-day pajama party that is the fragrance board of Makeup Alley (makeupalley.com), whose members introduced me to fragrance brands I’d never heard of, fragrance categories that helped me draw connections among vastly different things, and the idea of writing about fragrance at all. Online communities can criticize perfume in a way that magazines have never dared: there’s no advertising to lose. The public can say without fear that, frankly, this thing stinks, that thing was true love, this other thing is so-so. Perfume blogs now seem to outnumber the sample vials around my desk: there are men and women of intelligence sitting down every day and thinking and writing about perfume.

In time, the perfume industry is going to get used to criticism. Look at wine, movies, music, books: open and fair critical discussions keep the public interested. Would we go so often to the movies if we couldn’t talk about them, if we had no clue whether a film might be good or not? Criticism makes us feel more comfortable shelling out for a ticket and also helps encourage a constant interest, leading us to check listings every week and talk about them endlessly with friends. The same goes for perfume: those who talk about it buy more of it. The trouble is that the perfume industry hasn’t yet figured out the benefits of relaxing control. A prominent blogger I know once received an ominous message from the press contact for a fragrance she had panned. They wanted her address so their lawyers could get in touch. When a sleek luxury goods company unleashes its lawyers on a suburban mom for not liking their new fragrance, we know the world is changing. The age of trash perfumes, composed in a matter of months on the cheap and sold with celebrity faces and outrageous claims, must at last be nearing an end. Only quality can win out. The perfume business will certainly fare better in a world of genuine public love than it would in a world in which everyone dismisses its product as nonsense.

The fact is that this stuff is worth loving. As with the tawdriest pop melody, there is a base pleasure in perfume, in just about any perfume, even the cheapest and the most starved of ideas, that is better than no perfume at all. It decorates the day. It makes you feel as if the colors of the air have changed. It’s a substitute for having an orchestra follow you about playing the theme song of your choice. Think of what the functional fragrance industry calls the magic moment, when the smell of fabric softener billows out of your dryer and you can’t help but feel great. Perfume is wonderful. And it’s simply not true, as some people believe, that thinking about our pleasures ruins them. For example, few things are as wonderful as having a great meal and talking about it afterward, and remembering other great meals, and planning the next one. We have found, in writing this book, that the same holds for perfume. All pleasure is connected, and the endless ride we take between disappointment and satisfaction and back again is largely what keeps us interested in life. What more is there to talk about? TS
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Beauty and the Bees by Tania Sanchez  

The question that women casually shopping for perfume ask more than any other is this: “What scent drives men wild?” After years of intense research, we know the definitive answer. It is bacon. Now, on to the far more interesting subject of perfume.

It is a mistake to think that the overwhelming reason for women to wear perfume is to attract the opposite sex. But as Luca once explained to me regarding the peculiar, temperature-independent scanty dress of many young women at night, what a woman on the prowl requires is something that men will register after six beers. Thus the use of simplified sexual cues, such as short skirts and big hair, and perhaps also a loud, sweet, pervasive perfume that will cut through a fog of spilled liquor, end-of-day body odor, the occasional vomit on the bar floor, and the perfumes of the nearest five girls, dressed identically. Of course, if your mating strategy casts this wide a net, you may drag in more old boots than big tunas. But that is probably fodder for another book.

Perhaps this attention-getting olfactive strategy can also, in a way, explain the second mistake, milder than the first but still quite wrong, that women tend to make when choosing a fragrance, which is to assume that the reason to wear perfume is to impersonate a flower bed. This is a very fine strategy if your aim is to attract bees. Otherwise, you could do better. Flowers smell good, it is true. Alongside their frequently loud colors and their petal markings that in ultraviolet light flash the message “Eat at Joe’s,” they release a steady mixture of volatile fragrant attractants tuned to catch attention at a distance, much like the aforementioned bar beauties, and with the same hardwired goal, which is to say sexual reproduction.

Yes, everyone loves the smell of a fresh tea rose on its thorny stem, or of warm clustered jasmine blossoms like white stars against their greenery, but truth to tell, a flower is not quite a perfume. The fragrances known as soliflores, meant to represent a single material or flower, nice as they may be, have a hard time competing with the best perfumes unless they cheat in more interesting directions, because, unlike perfumers, flowers aren’t interested in us. Having heard innumerable passionate panegyrics on the smell of this or that blossom—honeysuckle, mimosa, gardenia, rose, linden, lily of the valley, get out your garden catalog and fill in the rest—I have taken the time to poke my face into many flowers, after checking for biting or stinging inhabitants. They have smelled mostly pleasant, occasionally harsh or disappointingly simple, ethereal or syrupy, peppery or creamy, arresting and frequently weird, blending a sort of bad breath with almond paste, a lingering smell of feet with heavenly ambrosia, an odd smell of swimming pools behind a lemon freshness, and so on. Flowers are things I like to smell in passing, not on me. And even if I did want to smell like them, there’d be a technical problem. Flowers are more like plug-in air fresheners than like perfumes. They emit a steady puff of stuff, which floats off and meets you at a distance and then flies away, replenished constantly. Perfumes sprayed once on the skin evaporate and—unless you’re fanatical enough to keep refreshing your fragrance every hour, which will make you the least favorite co-worker on the company elevator—metamorphose and eventually fade. So let us walk away from the flower garden, as pretty as it is, and talk properly of perfume: what a woman’s perfume is for, and what makes it good, great, or dismal.

Perfume is an art, and the purposes of art have been a topic of discussion at least since the ancient Greeks wondered about it while flirting with each other over the cheese course; these purposes have at various times been thought to be didactic, cathartic, distracting, polluting, elevating, sanctifying, profaning, and for its own sake. The arts appeal in various ways to our various senses, and if you want to think long and hard about such things, I recommend reading a lot of Walter Pater. For the moment, let’s just say that, like all other arts, perfume should engage our attention to a satisfying end, first creating an expectation and then satisfying it in a way different and better than you hoped.

Early in the history of an art, nobody knows what to expect, and the landscape is all frontier, with every artist a pioneer. Latecomers usually stick to the known path, with minor variations. So everyone complains that new perfumes all smell alike, but occasionally someone hits on a variation that constitutes a true advance. Great artistic advances are often spurred by technological ones: guitars go electric, Prussian blue knocks down the price barrier to painting dusky skies, and ladies casually swan about smelling like peaches. As Luca has pointed out before, Guerlain’s Mitsouko is in structure basically Coty’s landmark Chypre with the peach base Persicol added. However, Mitsouko doesn’t smell like two distinct things hashed together—far from it. Instead, it smells like a new creature called Mitsouko: an autumnal, poignant chord, rounded and full, something that feels on first meeting as if you have known it before, the way certain people you meet seem as if they were expecting you or you them, even if you are technically strangers.

What we’re really talking about is the art of abstraction in perfumery: the creation of a new smell for its own qualities, and not for any fidelity to things already known. How is it done? Magic. For example, a smart, funny, wonderful woman I know once wondered, referring to the great but long defunct Iris Gris (created by Jacques Fath), why the smells of iris and peach, in some mysterious proportion, create a third, haunting smell that is neither iris nor peach but something entirely new. She apologized for not understanding the science of it. It wasn’t science but art, though both rely heavily upon a combination of inspiration and happy accident. To illustrate the elegant simplicity of this particular idea, one night, while I was doing my best to help a friend drain some bottles that might be useful if they weren’t so full of wine, this friend, an amateur perfumer (toiling for love and not money), following a previous suggestion of Luca’s, took some Persicol, and mixed it drop by drop into a small vial of the closest thing on hand to iris butter tincture, Serge Lutens’s wonderful Iris Silver Mist. Magic is always most astonishing when done small and up close. For a while, we smelled only iris, then, for a time, both iris and peach. We were on the verge of getting bored with our game when one last drop pushed the mixture into the realm of the inexplicable. Instead of the iris and peach keeping their separate identities, we perceived billowing out of the vial a third presence, like a newborn dream object with the satin cool of its rooty father and a plummy richness inherited from its lactonic mother: it was Iris Gris in the rough. The idea itself is simple enough once you know it’s there, but finding and recognizing it is not so easy. You can no more predict the next great beautiful perfumery idea than you can predict the next catchy melody before you hear it.

Now, you may think perfumery is pretty easy if so much relies on happy accidents, but three things need to be in place for a happy accident to become worthwhile: someone must be obsessed and daring enough to tinker and generate the new ideas, someone must be able to spot the one good idea among a host of useless ones, and someone needs the skill to realize the idea’s full potential. The breathless claims of fragrance marketing to the contrary, it is just not true that fine ingredients guarantee a great perfume. Imagine chucking a fresh Maine lobster, a wheel of top-notch Camembert, and a pound of artisanal Venezuelan chocolate in a kettle and simmering in Chartreuse until Wednesday. Yummy? It doesn’t work for perfume either. It generally takes years of training to become a perfumer, and even a talented perfumer needs to work with evaluators and clients who can recognize a good thing when they smell it.


Chacun à Son Goût 

But it’s all a matter of taste, you say. It’s true that among the perfumes reckoned good or great, there are some that will move you more than others, and some that will leave you entirely cold or even sickened, because either they won’t say what you’re longing to hear or they say what you never want to hear again. All the same, when considering perfume as an art, it’s possible to appreciate when something is done exceptionally well.

If you’ve tried several perfumes, you know things can go wrong. Many compositions smell great in the first few minutes, then fade rapidly to a murmur or an unpleasant twang you can never quite wash off. Some seem to attack with what feels like an icepick in the eye. Others smell nice for an hour in the middle but boring at start and finish. Some veer uncomfortably sweet, and some fall to pieces, with various parts hanging there in the air but not really cooperating in any useful way. Some never get around to being much of anything at all. The way you can love a person for one quality despite myriad faults, you can sometimes love a perfume for one particular moment or effect, even if the rest is trash. Yet in the thousands of perfumes that exist, some express their ideas seamlessly and eloquently from top to bottom and give a beautiful view from any angle. A rare subset of them always seem to have something new and interesting to say, even if you encounter them daily. Those are the greats. By these criteria, one can certainly admire a perfume without necessarily loving it. Love, of course, is personal (but best when deserved).

I liked to play with perfume but never thought much of it until at seventeen I found the Guerlain counter at Saks. I’d sought it out because my roommate was crazy about a forceful thing they made called Samsara, which, while something I absolutely didn’t want to wear, had a worked-out quality that seemed a notch above what I was used to. The first thing I tried was the recent release Champs-Elysées, which had the starring role on the counter. I nearly ran off. It was a sharp and shallow floral to go with Lucite-heeled shoes and a ditzy high-pitched laugh that goes on so long it makes your companions gesture to the bartender to cut you off. For some reason, before heading home, I looked a little further and paused at one labeled L’Heure Bleue. The eau de toilette bottles at that time had the shape of squat lutes, a black serif typeface like a printer’s error on the clear glass, and tall plastic caps imitating gilded lacquer—in a word, ugly. In this unpromising container I found the most beautiful thing I’d ever smelled. I bought it with my food budget for the month and put the silly bottle in a dark cabinet so I wouldn’t have to look at it. I wore it quietly and rarely, because I couldn’t afford to buy another, and I never told anyone what it was, because the name’s particular combination of gargling French r’s and pursed-lipped eu sounds was unprocessable by the American ear, most of all when pronounced correctly—all of which had the effect of giving my love for it the fraught significance of a secret affair.

The second time I fell for a perfume, things were not so complicated. I was down to the last half inch of L’Heure Bleue in the bottle, I was out of college, and I was desultorily spraying everything on the girls’ side of Sephora, finding dozens of nice things but nothing that moved me much. Until I found that little black rubber puck. Look up Luca’s review of Bulgari’s Black farther along in the book, and then buy it and wear it and know what I mean. My first love was simply beautiful; the second was both beautiful and interesting. I began to have questions.

Since then I have met scores of fellow perfume fanatics, and I believe I can sketch out a brief trajectory of the path many of us take when we come to perfume. I admit this archetypal pattern is not, perhaps, accurate in all or even most cases, but as you may find yourself or someone you love in it, I include it here. Stage 1: Mother’s bathroom. Early adventures splashing on Mom’s Shalimar/No. 5/Miss Dior/ Tabu/Your-Memory-Here with the bathroom door shut. Belief that Old Spice/Brut/English Leather is the natural odor that God has caused fathers to emit after shaving.


 Stage 2: Ambition and naïveté. Either given a perfume by an adult or inspired to buy one at puberty: a sophisticated thing that embodies an unknown world of adult pleasures and/or a cheerful cheap spray to wear happily by the gallon.


 Stage 3: Flowers and candy. Phase of belief that feminine perfumes should smell flowery or candy-like and that everything else is an incomprehensible perversion.


 Stage 4: First love. Encounter with moving greatness. Wonder and awe. Monogamy.


 Stage 5: Decadence. An ideology of taste, either of the heavy-handed or of the barely there. The age of leathers, patchoulis, tobaccos, ambers; or, alternately, the age of pale watercolors in vegetal shades. An obsession with the hard-to-find.


 Stage 6: Enlightenment. Absence of ideology. Distrust of the overelaborate, overexpensive, and arcane. Satisfaction in things in themselves.





Choosing a Perfume 

On to the more important practicalities. How is a woman to select a fragrance for herself? Let us review strategies for the two major moments of selection: in the shop and at the vanity.

First, the loved and dreaded shop, with its perky sales assistants crooning the name of the latest thing and offering to spray your arm, or hovering over you and offering unsolicited useless advice while you try to swat them away so you can think. Must you go there? Yes. There’s no satisfactory substitute for smelling things in person, least of all advertising, packaging, or the descriptions put out by the firm’s marketing department. While you may be able to imagine the described exotic flowers, fruits, and weather (fresh air, spring rain, and so on), these lists of notes are not a faithful list of ingredients, which, unless you’re a specialist, you would find nigh incomprehensible. Still, they would like you to read the list as if it were one of those restaurant menu items that include the whole recipe, causing you to imagine an ideal mélange of delicious things and to cry out, “Oh, that sounds nice!” and buy the big bottle and the shower gel until you realize it’s crap and you buy something else. The one exception to the rule of needing to go to the shop is if a sample may be acquired by mail. All the same, I hate sample vials. They’re good for one or two miserly wearings, and they get lost, separated from their name cards, and crushed under bare feet. (Bigger spray samples are becoming more common; may they take over!) This book will help you find the best of the bunch, but you’re going to need to do some smelling of your own. Besides, I admit, sometimes Luca is wrong.

You must be both stubborn and open-minded when you arrive at the shop. An air of feckless uncertainty will only invite aggression or condescension. The default setting for any sales assistant is to sell the latest thing, so if you want to bypass the most recent releases and get into things that came out prior to last Tuesday, you must come up with a challenge for the sales assistant: ask for the best one. If he gives you some guff about it all being a matter of taste, or comes at you with something he says is the best seller, you can ask for the one that is like nothing else. At least then you’ve got a conversation. Bear in mind that most sales assistants are poorly trained; frequently they understand fragrance no better than you do, and they’re fed a lot of gobbledygook by the fragrance companies. Assume everything you’re told is probably untrue.

You can’t smell everything in one day, because eventually your sense of smell suffers fatigue. Before figuring this out, I often found that the impression I got in a department store was so incredibly wrong that the fragrance I unwrapped at home was unrecognizable. So count on smelling at most between five and ten fragrances on paper, and testing one or two of those on skin. It’s chancy to spray something unknown right on yourself. It is an axiom that the more hideous you find a fragrance, the more tenacious it is. Scrub as you might, some of it will linger. Once you find something on paper that you’d really like to get to know better, you can try it on your skin. Then leave the fragrance floor. Go out for lunch. See if it (1) vanishes, (2) bores, (3) annoys, or (4) remains wonderful. Whatever you do, remember that fragrances tend to change drastically after the first twenty minutes, except for a few clever, sneaky compositions that smell nearly the same from top to bottom. Then there are a very few fragrances, mostly older ones, that save the best for later, a few hours in, when they drop their earthly raiment to reveal angelic finery; my first bottle of Mitsouko did that, and the sudden increase in intensity and beauty was so unexpected that for a creepy moment I thought someone invisible must have entered the room.

When you love something, buy it. I say this not because I’m on the take, but because there is a very high chance that if you refuse love once, your chance will be lost forever. The fragrance will be discontinued or reformulated, and you’ll find yourself scouring estate sales and eBay auctions, bidding against other fools who didn’t get it while they could. Besides, one of the glories of perfume is that it is one of the most affordable luxuries in life, from the $15 eau de toilette sprays in the local pharmacy to the standard $40 to $60 eau de parfum at a beauty counter and a $300 bottle of Guerlain perfume in crystal, which lasts you years. This is one reason that it’s so easy, once you get the taste for it, to amass a sizable collection.

Next: how to select a fragrance while you’re standing at your dresser. If you are going to a film or a performance, during which other ticket holders will be forced to sit next to you for hours, have the decency either to wear nothing or to wear something that leaves some air in the room. Women who flounce into the cinema wearing Poison have inspired generations of people to believe they hate perfume. If you are going to dinner, wear either something that cooperates with dinner (a classic chypre or oriental worn discreetly lends a lovely background murmur) or no fragrance at all. For wine tastings and deliriously high-priced dinners, for which reservations are required months in advance, it’s most sensible to go scentless, since even you should be concentrating on your $300 glass of burgundy and not your eau de toilette.

Fragrances for parties where strings of chili pepper lights throw a red glow on the proceedings should be simple declarations of happiness; such evenings are not the time for bookish, contemplative fragrances full of subtleties, or for high-priced statements of tasteful luxury, but probably the ideal moment for a delightfully trashy fruit-cocktail fragrance, or for some friendly sweet number with both softness and force like Tocade. Going to work requires another strategy entirely; it depends on your work, the mindset you need to be in, and the aura you mean to project, although generally anything you would wear to the chili pepper party is probably the wrong thing for the desk, unless you’re the boss and you wear what you like.

But it is highly recommended to avoid simply wearing the thing that you believe matches your style, since it may not. If you are intellectual and wear only intellectual perfumes, or if you are flirty and wear only flirty perfumes, it is like obsessively matching your shirt and socks every day—it is timid and rule-bound and therefore must be countered once in a while with some contrariness. The world is too large and experience too vast for this kind of penned-in thinking. Some mischief and surprise are needed to keep life fresh, for you to smell your perfume anew. Therefore, I urge you, if you are a floral gal, to set aside prejudice and wear a thing without flowers. If you are a luxury goods kind of gal, with a Kelly bag on your arm and Manolos on your feet, I urge you to try on something that you believe to be beneath you. If you are ultrafeminine, wear a man’s scent. And if you are butch, doll it up for once. Live a little. Try it on. It’s only perfume. TS




The Classical and the Romantic by Luca Turin  

Insofar as anything meaningful can be said about masculine and feminine fragrances in general, it is probably accurate to describe them as being, respectively, classical and romantic. The litmus test lies, as always, in how a genre, school of thought, or worldview deals with the new. Masculine fragrances, masculine clothes, and film scores of the Majestic Muscle persuasion endlessly rehash Fougère Royale, Edward VIII, and Bruckner. The new is greeted with the raised eyebrows of Jeeves faced with Bertie Wooster’s latest fad come up from London. Most great innovations in masculine fragrance, from Bel-Ami to Insensé, died a lingering death. When one succeeds, slavish imitation happily resumes for decades.

Feminine fragrances, by contrast, are possessed by the romantic demon of novelty. Every perfumer dreams of a tabula rasa, of tearing off a blank page and writing a formula such as no one has seen before, of the evaluator coming in and, upon smelling 3477/B, reacting the way we humans do when faced with unplanned loveliness: delighted laughter. And all perfume lovers, when tearing through the cellophane and eagerly pressing the spray button of a new fragrance, secretly hope for that rarest of things, a revelation. Conversely, the secret terror, the ghost that haunts feminine perfumery, the goad that drives so much PR drivel, is the unthinkable possibility that there may be nothing new under the sun except SPF 50. In that respect, perfumery is very much like music, painting, photography, and literature, and its professionals are constantly fretting at the notion that, like the silver of Potosí, the good stuff is going to run out any day or, worse still, has already done so without anyone noticing.

There is in fact no evidence that the new is running out in feminine perfumery, and I see three reasons for this. First, the combinatorics of perfume are so vast that it is still possible to create entirely novel fragrances within or very close to existing forms. A perfect example of this is Maurice Roucel’s Tocade, which managed to sound an entirely new tune without, to my knowledge, either using a novel material or diverging far from the well-trodden path of vanillic fragrance. Second, new large-scale forms are constantly being devised (Dune, Angel, Chiffon Sorbet), and the pace of innovation, if anything, seems to be accelerating. Third, new molecules are being discovered that give not just novel smells but novel effects. So there’s plenty more where that came from.

What has changed, and not for the better, is the shift from symphony to jingle. If, to pursue a musical analogy, the smell of your fabric softener is a door chime and the first Diorama a full orchestra, fine fragrance is getting dangerously close to a ringtone: inventive, often distinctive, catchy even, but with lousy sound quality. This is due to a combination of factors: (1) too many launches, more than five hundred a year, which means perfumers have no time to think, (2) the profitability of aromachemicals and the cheapening of formulas, which means the big firms tolerate expensive naturals only if nothing else will do, and (3) the necessity for a fragrance to shout ever louder to make itself heard, as happens in a restaurant until someone drops a stack of plates.

The plates did drop once, as a matter of fact, at the end of the eighties, when “quiet” (or to be exact, pale, radiant things like L’Eau d’Issey and cK One) took over. Things have got louder again since then, but a fundamental shift has taken place. I remember asking a business analyst with an interest in the perfume industry what he thought the future held, and he replied that the industry was ripe for a disruptive technology. In the event, little can be done technologically to improve perfume itself: it has no moving parts, works essentially forever, needs no batteries, uses advanced quantum technology in the nose, and so on. The breakthrough has come with the Internet. New perfume firms have found the difficulty of reaching their audience reduced by several orders of magnitude, because of the cheapness of having a presence on the Web, the cost efficiencies of selling direct online, and the way word spreads through an active community of eager, informed perfume lovers. In other words, God created niches: the small fragrance firms selling limited amounts to consumers who feel their tastes are largely ignored by the big guys.

We mammals were once niche animals before the dinosaurs died and we took over the world, so the phenomenon clearly has potential. Today, niche perfumeries have become such a major factor in the fragrance industry that even big brands are copying their style, although in the beginning, many niche firms foundered because they had good intentions but little experience. As niche business has grown, the fun of it has managed to lure away talent from mainstream houses for the unsung but hugely important task of art direction, as well as top perfumers sick of the sameness, vulgarity, and pressure usually involved in working with big-name clients. In other words, the disruptive step has been a return to quality. When Tania and I started writing this guide, I assumed that smelling all these fragrances would be like crossing the Gobi Desert with only a bottle of Allure for sustenance. I am glad to say I was wrong: both mainstream houses and, increasingly, niche firms have time and again surprised me, and I now find myself hoping, as I once did when I knew nothing about perfume, that the next feminine I open will be  the violin concerto. LT




MASCULINE FRAGRANCE




Masculine Elegance and What It Smells Like by Luca Turin  

Being a guy is not always pleasant, but at least, like balding and belching, it does not require much work. True, such things as short socks, depressing underwear, elastic-waist trousers, badly cut suits, and square-toed black slip-ons can spell trouble (e.g., the girl laughs uncontrollably and is never seen again). But avoiding disaster requires a checklist as short as that for a light aircraft on final approach: flaps, gear, mixture, carb, fuel, prop. Once memorized, it can be applied widely with minimum thought. Only Tom Ford and John Edwards really need to spend as much time in front of a mirror as a woman, and that because of their lines of work. Even the most persnickety manuals of masculine elegance contain handy options for the absentminded and the short of cash. Countess Tolstoy’s uncompromising book on the subject, for example, cautions against wearing new clothes too often and includes several fond references to frayed cuffs. Even such an arbiter of elegance as a writer for Fantastic Man magazine was prepared, when she interviewed me recently, to countenance my Keen fishing sandals worn over socks as a potential fashion statement. If I were a woman, I’d have to be a lot better-looking than I am to be forgiven such a lapse of judgment. In fact, in a reversal that shows how far man has diverged from birds, it is the male of our species that can afford to be as comfortingly drab as a female mallard. By the time he’s thirty, a man should have figured out which of the mercifully limited fashion options available, from seersucker jacket to black roll-neck polo, is best for him, bought himself a few quality specimens, and learned to hang on to them until they fray to tatters.

Perfume is a good deal less stringent than clothes: When’s the last time your mother looked up as you sat down for dinner and said, “Sweetie, aromatic fougères are wrong for you”? The choice, however, is wide and mysterious. Finding a perfume willing to tag along with you for a stretch of your life is not easy. For a start, systematic advice is unreliable. As is true for all matters of harmony, almost every statement, rule of thumb, edict, or solemn interdiction that can be cooked up immediately invites contradiction. For instance, even the most funereally dandified of silver-haired German architects can probably add color to his aura by going for something crudely charming like Brut. Similarly, if I said that the egregiously raunchy, borderline unwashed smell of Kouros works best on a pristine young buck, an image of grinning, tousle-haired Albert Einstein with pipe and sweater, clutching a white bottle of Kouros body oil, is liable to flash before my eyes with the caption “Why not?” So abandon hope, all ye who read these words, of a Perfume Charming. Perfumes are like books and pieces of music. A fondness for, say, Barber’s “Adagio for Strings” does not mean that you should rush out and buy the one-hundred-CD set of Chill Classics. There may be periods, genres, and composers that you like best, but in the end each perfume is an island. What matters is to get enough feel for the lay of the land to allow your taste GPS to lock in and lead you to the best exemplar of a particular genre. To that end I shall merely list the main styles of masculine fragrance—its continents, so to speak, each with its capital cities listed.


Eheu Fugaces 

Someday a scientist, or perhaps a poet, will manage to explain why we humans are so fond of ten-carbon (terpene) alcohols and aldehydes, given that evolution designed them to lure pollinating insects to which we are not visibly related. Linalool (lavender), geraniol (rose), and citral (lemon) are the staples of “fresh” perfumery, the sort that is accompanied in ads by the noise of rushing water and freeze-flash pics of a guy pouring half a bottle on his head. They smell great, feel good, and have no pretensions other than to do just that. Sadly, they do not last long. The best of the type are therefore those that do not needlessly complicate the formula but nevertheless manage to add sufficient fixatives (musks, usually) to delay evaporation long enough for the feel-good effect to make its way to your heart. In my search for the perfect lavender, I finally landed on the one sold by the monks on Caldey Island, Wales, which is simple and exquisite. Citrus is more difficult: too simple and it smells like stovetop cleaner, too complex and the concision is lost. A good eau de cologne, a classic eighteenth-century invention based on a mixture of citrus oils, makes a nice compromise, none better than the new Chanel Cologne. But often the style is just too hackneyed, too generic. Two beautifully done citrus fragrances are Eau de Guerlain and Jo Malone’s Lime Basil & Mandarin.


Beau Brummell 

Aside from the original eau de cologne, and despite protestations to the contrary by firms with prestigious and largely fake coats of arms, there are practically no fragrances extant dating to before the 1870s. There were then, roughly speaking, two schools of masculine perfumery, one English and the other French. The London firm of Floris, founded in the 1730s, was the first perfume retail firm to have standardized products and a shopfront. Until then, pharmacists and bespoke perfumers used to mix the stuff themselves, mostly on demand. Fragrances in those days were more unisex than they are now. The classic British masculine of the late Victorian period was a musky, powdery floral, typically rather sweet. Perhaps the best surviving example of the genre is Penhaligon’s Hammam Bouquet (1872), still eminently wearable. The difficulty with this type of composition is that it works only if the raw materials are of exquisite quality. Nothing is harder to do on the cheap than diffuse, soft-focus luxury. Whether it is possible to achieve the proper effect without natural musks (or at any rate nitro musks), ambergris, sandalwood, and civet is questionable. Only Guerlain and Chanel still spend the money. The French equivalent of Hammam Bouquet is Guerlain’s lavender-vanilla Jicky (1889), which, despite constant trimming and adjusting over the years, still contains more savoir-faire in one bottle than the complete Penhaligon’s range put together. If, heaven for-fend, you ever come to find Jicky too austere, there is always the more recent, but still intensely Belle Epoque, Mouchoir de Monsieur.


Ferns 

The fougère (fern) genre has historically been the most fertile source of great masculine fragrances. Fougères are built on an accord between lavender and coumarin, with every conceivable variation and elaboration. Great perfumery accords are like dominoes: when juxtaposed, the materials must have a number in common. In the case of lavender and coumarin, it is a herbaceous, green, inedible, soapy character. In the other directions, lavender has a fresh, thyme-like angle and coumarin a sweet, powdery, vanilla biscuit one. Fougère thus handily spans a wide soup-to-nuts spectrum with only two cheap materials. Further, each end of the accord can be varied, on one side with other herbes de Provence or citrus, on the other with vanillic and balsamic notes, without losing balance and clarity. Sadly, in part because the idea is very old (the first, Fougère Royale, was 1881), there are very few pristine fougères around, and those that exist tend to smell cheap: Brut, Canoe. Once again, simplicity works best when the raw materials are luxurious. Ferns are usually labeled “lavender,” so try a few, not necessarily expensive big names, and see which one fits you.


Aromatic Fougère 

A spicy variation on the fougère theme, which frees it from the slightly one-dimensional character of the basic accord and propels it into the realm of great, abstract perfumery, is the aromatic fougère, a territory so big it seems to serve occasionally as a “none of the above.” Perhaps the finest early example of this might be Paco Rabanne pour Homme, the archetypal, slightly melancholy, muted masculine aromatic that maintains a close kinship with cleansing materials (soap, shaving cream, aftershave, hair tonic, etc.) but unequivocally states its purpose: to smell good beyond the call of duty. In a duskier, more intense direction, one may list Blue Stratos, Azzaro, and Rive Gauche pour Homme in increasing order of sophistication. These are open-shirted, straightforward, virile, George Clooney fragrances, to be worn only if understated confidence comes naturally to you.


Lawrence of Arabia 

The oriental genre in masculine fragrance is perhaps the hardest to pull off successfully, both as perfumer and as user. Orientals are distinguished by sweet, amber, vanillic accords enlivened with woody, animalic, or floral notes. They generally chart a surprisingly narrow route between the Charybdis of dandification (monogrammed slippers) and the Scylla of vulgarity (Tod’s driving loafers). Near-perfect examples are Old Spice (or Baiser du Dragon if you want to be perverse) and Habit Rouge. My own feeling is that masculine orientals are a bit like low-calorie ice cream: no real fun is to be had without lashings of double cream. Across a thin line lies the vast territory of oriental feminines. If this is your style, why not avail yourself of Shalimar (or at any rate Shalimar Lite) or Ambre Sultan?


Affable Hybrids 

In the great tradition of Jules Verne and the voyage en chambre, the French have over the last decade perfected a type of fragrance somewhere between fougères and orientals that is to olfaction what Gap models are to advertising: smiling, handsome, studiously multiethnic, reassuring to the point of torpor. Though the genre, like so many others, originates with Jean-François Laporte’s late-seventies creations for L’Artisan Parfumeur, such as Eau du Navigateur, it properly took off only in 1995 with Kenzo Jungle and congeners. These fragrances are essentially derived from the traditional recipe of bay rum, and include spices, licorice, and maple syrup notes in their makeup. In my opinion the finest in this genre was Yohji Homme (1999), sadly discontinued at the date of writing but still widely available at discounters and online.


Gesamtkunstwerk 

The chypre genre (“mossy woods” in Michael Edwards’s fragrance taxonomy) is the sonata form of fragrance, a prodigiously fertile idea bestowed upon the world by the greatest perfumer of all time, François Coty. The basic accord is bergamot-labdanum-oakmoss, respectively, mouthwateringly fresh, deliciously sweet, and bracingly bitter. Good chypres are as complex as a fragrance can be without losing the plot, and their principal qualities are richness and balance. The finest masculine example of the genre is Chanel’s Pour Monsieur, a fragrance whose breadth of scope and elegance of execution bring to mind an almost implausibly fine figure of a man. I have on occasion cautioned men to avoid wearing a fragrance that’s seen more of the world than they have, and I believe this is the main danger of chypres. Still, the temptation is great.


Leather 

I belong to those more likely to choke up with emotion while visiting Cincinnati Union Terminal than Chartres Cathedral. For me, Art Deco’s combination of solid neoclassicism and steely futurism is pure, heroic magic. The perfect olfactory accompaniment to the Machine Age is the modern leather fragrance, invented in the mid- 1920s. (Cyril Scott would have attributed this to the devas sending coded messages.) Leathers, via their connection with aviator jackets, interiors of luxury cars, and saddlery, have an unbroken set of associations with luxuries involving remoteness, movement, and danger. The first and still excellent masculine was Knize Ten (1924), composed by the astonishing team of François Coty, who invented chypres, among other things, and Vincent Roubert, whose Iris Gris is probably the greatest fragrance ever. Arguably the ultimate leather is Chanel’s Cuir de Russie, ideal if you plan to arrive in an Isotta Fraschini 8C. Less demanding but stylish and sleekly beautiful is Lancôme’s reissued Cuir.


Woods 

Woody fragrances are the masculine genre least likely to offend, and have therefore been a favorite of perfumers and wearers forever. Woody notes, though often partaking of a clean, fresh character more usually associated with top notes, are nevertheless large molecules that persist well into the drydown. This allows the construction of fragrances that act coherently over a period of hours, making woods the masculine equivalent of abstract white florals. Trouble is, the first twenty woods you smell are the best, after which their salubrious chiaroscuro becomes dull. The best classical wood might be a vetiver, none better than Guerlain’s weird Vetiver pour Elle (ignore the name). Contrasted, vividly synthetic woods like Chanel’s Antaeus have their uses too. But to my mind the type of fragrance that has rescued woods from droning on woodenly forever are the woody florals like Timbuktu. These have a transparent, almost mystical intensity that puts them among my favorites in any category.


Sports Fragrances 

The last decade has seen the unfortunate flourishing of a dismal genre, the fragrance for men and women who do not like fragrance and suspect that none of their friends do either. The result has been a slew of apologetic, bloodless, gray, whippet-like, shivering little things that are probably impossible, and certainly pointless, to tell apart. All fragrances whose name involves the words energy, blue, sport, turbo, fresh, or acier in any order or combination belong to this genre. This is stuff for the generic guy wishing to meet a generic girl to have generic offspring. It has nothing to do with any other pleasure than that of merging with the crowd. My fondest hope is everyone will stop buying them and the genre will perish. Just say no.

Lastly, and by way of contrast, remember that perfume is foremost a luxury, among the cheapest, comparable to a taxi ride or a glass of bubbly in its power to lift the mood without causing subsidence the morning after. Wear it for yourself. LT




The Wasteland by Tania Sanchez 

When pausing on C-SPAN coverage of Congress sometimes, I am seized with a passion of sadness mixed with hope for the sea of drab men, whose drabness I notice mostly when, in the landscape of gray, olive brown, and dark blue, a spot of red, yellow, purple, or sky blue blooms upon it like a lotus on a lake: a woman. Sadness arises because these men are dreary creatures working the hallways of power to mostly dreary ends, not only losing their hair and their youthful ideals but actively trying to shake them, rushing toward the total joylessness that can be called by those who love it  gravitas. Hope arises because the spots of color are appearing more frequently on that muddy pond, which is good both because the greater presence of women in politics is generally something to cheer about and because maybe they’ll inspire the men to live a little.

Men weren’t always so depressing to behold. They used to take more pleasure in themselves. The New York Public Library recently staged an exhilarating exhibit called “A Rakish History of Men’s Wear” in which one of the juiciest shocks was an illustration of a young Venetian man of the Middle Ages wearing tight leggings under a perky green jacket cut short enough to show his shapely behind: one leg, from buttock to ankle, was all red, and the other was thickly striped vertically in black and white. Now, that’s an outfit. Even older, sober men at the time had frills, peplums, ruffles, and stockings to take pleasure in. But since the famous Regency dandy Beau Brummel brought us the impeccable standard suit, it’s been men’s lot to worry over the inner architecture of otherwise indistinguishable gray wool sleeves, and to express themselves solely in the signaling system of cufflink and tie. Real preeners might spend a long morning worrying over the tensions between belt and shoes, but this is far from normal and worries their families and wives if they have them.

The New York Public Library exhibit optimistically championed the democratic ideals of the suit, since if men across classes and professions can share a uniform, then all men can, in principle, be seen as economic and social equals. This cheerful academic point of view is somewhat ruined by the fact that men concerned with status, power, and vanity still spend phenomenal cash on bespoke suits and shirts, and believe the shoes give you away. The vanity of ordinary grown men (I leave out rock stars and other guys with piercings) is now frittered away largely on looking nearly the same as everyone else but at different price points with subtle differences. These differences are mostly undetectable unless you are deeply steeped in the culture of minor clues. And here’s where perfume comes in.

Fragrances for men are mostly identical crap, designed to trap you and give you away as a lout. Don’t believe me? Smell a few dozen of them yourself and try to come to any other conclusion. Largely, they just fail the Guy Robert base criterion: a fragrance must smell good. Some of them (see Narciso Rodriguez for Him) seem to have been deliberately and carefully edited so as not to smell good. However, most of them are simply careless, condescending. They seem to say that any man vain and stupid enough to be shopping for a new, different fragrance deserves to smell like a suicide cocktail of dishwashing detergent and rubbing alcohol, and that any person fool enough to spend a lot of time near such a man deserves to breathe unwholesome air. The fragrances seem to be a punishment for trying, a prank on the guy who dares to dab on. They are also, for the most part, uniform copies of accepted forms, like varieties of suit, an array of different types of banal. You’d be forgiven for thinking this unpleasant uniformity was some kind of ideal, for suspecting that anything else was a perversion that would mark you as an eccentric or a criminal. For example, when you read the reviews in this guide or simply peruse the male fragrance counter at any perfume purveyor, you will find there are currently hundreds if not thousands of clones of Davidoff’s Cool Water at widely varying price points, which have zero correlation with quality. Every year, more arrive. Furthermore, as Luca observed over the course of reviewing fragrances for this book, when feminine fragrances are reformulated and cheapened enough, they begin to smell like masculine fragrance: men have always got the short end of the stick in this realm.

My point of view on men’s fragrance is simply that you should smell good or you shouldn’t smell at all. Given that in this world you really can’t get away with red tights but you can get away with smelling good, I say you should take your fun where you can. There’s a hideous habit common to men and women alike, in which one’s daily preparation for facing the world hardens into a set, unthinking ritual, the violation of which, one fears, will bring shame and misfortune. You see the effect of this ritualized toilet in women whose makeup seems to have no relation to the face beneath, whose hair is no longer recognizable as hair, who have on several pieces of jewelry that they wear habitually and that do not relate to each other or to the wearer’s other clothing, and so on. You know how it works: they have put on lipstick, because getting ready involves lipstick, and they put on the necklace, because getting ready involves the necklace, the whole thing conducted in a kind of trance. With men, however, since they generally have limited choices for hair and none for makeup, most of this ritual is simply good for them. They wash, they shave, they comb, they put on deodorant. Good, all good, especially the washing. Then they slap on an aftershave. Stop.

Why are you wearing it, my friend? Are you wearing it because you think it makes you alluring to potential sexual partners? (See my essay on feminine fragrance for several arguments against this as a primary goal of perfume selection.) Are you wearing it because your dad wore it? Are you wearing it because your girlfriend or sister or mother or beloved aunt gave it to you and the bottle isn’t empty yet? Are you wearing it because you think it soothes the skin after shaving? Or are you wearing it because you think it smells great?

I think you know what I’m going to tell you. You should wear it only because you like it.

Curiously, men’s traditional disinterest in spending money on their grooming has worked in their favor for decades. Cheap male scents that we all take for granted—Old Spice, Brut, English Leather, Stetson—actually smell terrific. No celebrities show up on TV or in glossy double-page spreads hawking any of these scents. They are intended for the type of guy who mates with a product for life, like my father, who has for decades used the same fragrance (Old Spice), the same toothpaste (Colgate), the same toothbrush (GUM, with the gum-cleaning rubber appendage stuck to one end), the same soap (Irish Spring), and the same hair gel (a tube of green slick called Score, now traumatically discontinued). When a product works for a man, he buys it until he dies or it does. In contrast, when a product works for a woman, she tends to buy it until she gets bored. This economic pressure has kept mass-market men’s fragrances cheap and cheerful, since repeat business is their bread and butter, and the only reason a guy like my dad would continue to buy a fragrance is that it smells good. Crap fragrance has been mostly the realm of the luxury-branded middle range, which counts on conning aspirational men with disposable income who buy fragrances for reasons other than the smell.

Yet now that men are starting to buy fragrance more and more, according to breathless reports from the New York Times plus the great hope of the cosmetics industry that men are the final frontier, men are beginning to attract more of the same machinery of lies and marketing that has so long been grinding away on the endless work of parting women from their cash. So, men, let me offer you some advice, you babes in these woods I know so well. Do not be seduced by celebrities, by clever ad campaigns, by beautiful bottles and boxes, by high price tags, by exclusivity, by lush official descriptions, by exotic ingredients, by promises. Believe your nose only. Do not wear a fragrance just to wear a fragrance. Make sure it is better than nothing. And if you love something, buy two bottles, because next time the thing may be changed or gone. It’s not a man’s world out there anymore. TS



CHEMISTRY AND ART




A Brief History of Perfume by Luca Turin  

Given the gnomes-of-Grasse picture propagated by the fragrance industry—smiling women carrying baskets of roses on their heads, worried-looking guys in lab coats staring at copper stills—anyone would be forgiven for thinking that perfumery is all about wringing fragrant oils out of live flowers. Not so: with some exceptions, all the fragrances in this guide are, to put it mildly, semisynthetic; some of their components are extracted from natural sources, while most are made by chemists. The two exceptions are perfumes that boast explicitly of being made only with natural materials and perfumes made solely with synthetics, a fact the firms keep quiet when the stuff is supposed to be “fine” fragrance. The proportion of man-made to natural varies: by weight, synthetics usually make up more than 90 percent of fragrance; by cost, the proportion is lower because naturals are expensive. A typical synthetic may cost $50 per kilogram, a typical natural at least $500 per kilo, with many naturals reaching ten or a hundred times that.

Natural materials are obtained in various ways, all of which to a greater or lesser extent damage or otherwise alter the composition of the fragrant oil. The cheapest techniques (steam distillation, hot hexane, etc.) are brutal. Delicate extraction techniques, such as supercritical CO2, which uses high-pressure gas, and especially hydrofluorocarbon (HFC) extraction, developed by the British engineer Peter Wilde, give stunning results and leave the components largely undamaged. Whatever the method, the yield is always low, from less than 0.1 percent by weight to 1 percent at best. Collecting a ton of flowers is an awful lot of work, and floral extracts are correspondingly expensive. Extracts from dry goods such as spices are usually cheaper. (Note that the essential oil extracted does not replicate the composition of the fragrant air above the flower. In other words, rose oil does not smell like a rose. A technique called “headspace” or “living flower” attempts to remedy this discrepancy by analyzing the air above flowers and replicating the mix with synthetics, with occasionally impressive results.)

The driving force to make synthetics was, from its early days in the 1870s till now, chiefly economic, but it turned out to have artistic benefits as well. Giving perfumers pure compounds to play with changed the art entirely. The great perfumer and teacher René Laruelle has put it succinctly: synthetics are the bones of fragrance, naturals the flesh. Nobody save a few hippies wants invertebrate fragrances, but it is fair to say that many modern perfumes have gone way too far in the other direction and approximate what Tom Wolfe would have called social X-rays, all grinding, dusty bones and no juicy meat. Mercifully, niche fragrance firms, partly because they often charge the earth, partly because disintermediation puts a greater share of the cash in their pockets, seem to be going increasingly upmarket in their choice of raw materials. At the present rate of progress, five years will bring us back to circa 1965, when expensive fragrances smelled expensive and cheap ones smelled cheap.

A composed perfume, undiluted, is known as an oil. Fragrance companies (not brands, with the exception of Guerlain and Chanel) compound the oil from raw materials. Most small compounding firms use materials bought from other suppliers. The largest companies, known as the Big Five—Takasago, Firmenich, Givaudan, IFF, and Symrise—produce raw fragrance materials as well as compounding perfume oils. These firms are constantly engaged in research and development of novel materials (generally synthetics, very rarely novel naturals) because these may bring something genuinely new to fragrance, or at least make clients believe they do. Therefore, novel molecules, as well as the processes for making them, are jealously guarded, either by keeping them secret or by patenting them. Novel molecules still under exclusive use by the firm that made them first are called captives. After twenty years pass and the patents run out, unless some diabolically clever synthetic trick is involved, many firms eventually start producing generic versions, increasingly in India and China.

At bottom, and leaving cost aside, the difference between naturals and synthetics is complexity. If you smell them, pure, natural raw materials are more interesting than aromachemicals. That’s because most naturals are mixtures of tens, sometimes hundreds of molecules, and our nose recognizes this as richness and depth. You might assume that because natural molecules are made of the same atoms as synthetic ones, any natural could, in principle at least, be analyzed into its components and replicated by reconstituting the whole mix from synthetics. Yet often it would be impractical and costly, and in some cases impossible: the natural sometimes contains a molecule that we can’t make. Note that this works both ways: a majority of great aromachemicals, such as most musks, many ambers, several lemons, and at least two crucial lily-of-the-valley components, are not found in nature.

What are the main chemical building blocks of fragrance? There are several thousand of them, and I wager that their frequency of use, if it were made public by the fragrance firms, would follow a classic long-tailed distribution like that of words in a language. A few materials are found in almost every composition: molecules that smell of rose, violets, jasmine, wood, patchouli, sandalwood, vanilla, and musk. Some—such as vetiver, tree moss, violet leaf compounds, isoquinolines, aldehydes, or birch tar—mostly belong to certain genres. Those in the “long tail” are rarely used.

The official birthday of fragrance chemistry is generally held to be the discovery of a synthetic route to coumarin by Perkin, as reported in volume 21 of the Journal of the Chemical Society as “On the artificial production of coumarin and formation of its homologues” (1868). Many pure chemicals had been isolated from natural materials before: cinnamaldehyde (cinnamon) in 1834, benzaldehyde (bitter almonds) in 1837 and even synthesized completely in 1863—but, being chiefly a flavor chemical, it doesn’t count. Coumarin was a big deal. It was the main component of a popular, very expensive natural material: dried, fermented tonka beans, which have a
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