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I. Introduction
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It is a marvelous sensation to lean in to greet someone (or say good-bye) and smell their choice of fragrance. It says so much about a person. A signature scent is an intimate secret shared and provides a telling glimpse into the femininity of a woman.​[1]

In different cultures, smells have various meanings; they are also attributed a role in human communication. People "communicate" by smell. Thus, in the Andaman Islands​[2] the calendar of the Ongee people is based on the scent of flowers that bloom at different times of the year - each season is named after a particular scent. Even the cultural identity of the islands' inhabitants is based largely on scents, as we learn from research by Kate Fox, an anthropologist and director of Oxford University's Center for Social Research.

Ongee greet each other with the phrase "Konyune onorange-tanka?", which means: "How is your nose?" and local etiquette specifies how to respond to this inquiry, depending on the other person's mood. If the person responds that he or she feels "heavy with fragrance," the greeter must take a deep breath to "remove" the excess fragrance, while if the person being greeted feels a lack of fragrance - that is, energy - it is polite to provide additional fragrance by blowing on him or her.

Similar practices are reported in ancient Indian texts, which describe a cordial greeting by sniffing someone's head, which was the equivalent of a Western hug or kiss.

It's no different in Arab countries, where "breathing on people" signifies friendship and goodwill, as I discuss in more detail in later chapters.

In China, on the other hand, during the Song Dynasty (960-1279), the fragrant clock appeared as a time-measuring device, which then spread to East Asia - Japan and Korea. The scented clock used incense sticks that were calibrated to burn at such a rate to measure minutes, hours or days. Most of these clocks were elaborate and had weights placed at equal intervals, which, falling on a metal plate or gong, gave a signal that a given interval of time had elapsed. There were also incense sticks, which, by changing their scent, informed of the passing of the hour. Scented clocks in the form of incense sticks were either straight or spiral. The spiral ones were longer, designed to last longer, and often hung from the roofs of houses or temples.

Scents can also affect our mood and perhaps even physiological and psychological processes. A variation of aromatherapy called aromachology is currently developing, which studies and utilizes the physiological effects of scents. Current research, conducted mainly in Japan, is concerned with selecting scents with soothing or uplifting properties and physically measuring those effects. An aromatic alarm clock being developed in Japan by Shiseido is designed to emit satisfying scents when waking up, and perfume scents are being used in workplaces to refresh and reduce stress levels among staff.

You can already bring back almost anything from a trip. Memories, gigabytes of photos, videos, tidbits, dictaphone recordings and the like. Fortunately, you can't yet bring back smells. It's true that you can hunt for them, look for similar ones, even while in a pub, but generally the smells stay where they come from. Well, because what would it be like if everything could be had without moving your ass from home? The same wind in your hair and the same smell​[3].

In addition, scent is the hallmark of an area, as smell is one of the strongest senses of association. This is why Arab countries are associated with the strong smell of incense, and Asia with the intensity of spices. I think many Europeans will agree with me that Christmas has its own smell - as does a homemade dinner made by grandma or mom.

Smell can sometimes be more persuasive than words, the flash of eyes, feeling and will. The persuasive power of smell is irresistible, it penetrates us (...), it is impossible to defend against it ​[4].

What is a smell to us? It's a memory that brings back images from childhood, travels, recalling people, situations. It is a personal sensation shrouded in mystery, which is so difficult to describe. It has the power to trigger emotions, although we can't see it, touch it, but only feel it. It is an intangible heritage of every corner of the world that guides travelers through places of worship, restaurants, gardens. Which compels us to stay - for a shorter or longer period of time - in one place, and sometimes prompts us to return. Through the sense of smell, we learn about the world around us, perhaps even more permanently than through images.

We are most strongly affected by smells that we don't breathe every day. We're curious about what smells like that - and to appreciate the unseen beauty of aroma, it's helpful to know what it consists of, where the ingredients come from, how they're harvested and what they mean.
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Prehistory
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Fire - a source of warmth and... beautiful aromas

Archaeologists (such as Michael Chazan of the University of Toronto) surmise that about a million years ago, our ancestors threw dry leaves, herbs, bark, seeds and wood into a bonfire to keep the fire going. The resulting smoke smelled of essential oils, which are still used today to make perfumes.

Once man mastered the art of lighting and controlling a fire, his life became easier and more pleasant. Not only because of the warmth provided by the fire, the safety because as it repels animals, or the preparation of food, but also the smell wafting along with the smoke of burning plants​[5]. 

Over time, the fragrant smoke began to be used in religious and magical practices. It was supposed to carry prayers to heaven.
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Antiquity
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Since ancient times, the mysterious power of fragrances has been associated with divinity and social status, and the use of perfumes was widespread as part of daily life and religious rituals.

From antiquity until the 19th century, there were only natural fragrance raw materials of plant and animal origin, which were the basis of all fragrances. The art of composing them developed from time immemorial and shaped the world trade in such products.

The inhabitants of Mesopotamia already used incense resin from the Arabian Peninsula in religious ceremonies almost four thousand years ago, which reached Greece and the rest of the Mediterranean through Egypt. This plant substance caused a real revolution in the Roman Empire. It was a sought-after, valuable commodity with a "biblical reputation."


And when we finished eating, the young man got up, went into the tent and brought out a clean washing bowl, a beautiful jug and a silk scarf with edges embroidered with red gold. He also brought a small jug of rose water mixed with musk. And I was astonished by his courtesy and the courtliness of it, and I said to myself in spirit: "Until now I knew nothing about the lavish life in the desert." And we washed our hands, and talked for some time, and then the young man got up, entered the tent and hung up a curtain of red brocade as a wall, dividing the tent into two parts, and said: "Come in, Arab Emir, and lie down, for you are certainly tired after all the hardships and discomforts of the journey."

The Book of a Thousand and One Nights, "The Story of the Lovers of the Tribe of Uzra."


Since the dawn of time, the Arabian Peninsula has been a major source of fragrant plants and resins, which, along with the secretions of certain animals (such as musk), were the raw materials used to produce perfumes exported to the Levant (present-day Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Israel, Turkey and Egypt) and Europe. And not surprisingly, Arab culture contributed significantly to the development of this industry - and the sense of smell contributed to the development of the entire area. Civilizations of the time (Greek, Roman), when describing the region of southwestern Arabia, used the adjective "Felix," meaning "happy" or "blessed," and many a ruler dreamed of incorporating these lands into his empire.

If we didn't have perfumes distilled from summer flowers into bowls, the effects of summer would disappear at the end of the season.


Beauty o'er-snowed and bareness every where:

Then were not summer's distillation left,

A liquid prisoner pent in walls of glass,

Beauty's effect with beauty were bereft,

Nor it, nor no remembrance what it was:

But flowers distilled, though they with winter meet,

Leese but their show; their substance still lives sweet.

William Szekspir, Sonet 5.


From the beginning of the seventh century AD, a perfume revolution was taking place on the Arabian Peninsula. Arab's scholars perfected techniques for distilling, filtering and drying fragrant extracts of herbs and flowers, especially rose water. They also used new types of alembics, which are laboratory vessels in the form of a vessel ending in a neck in which a stopper or head for the output tube was set. They developed hundreds of perfume recipes, drawing on Hellenistic recipes. In this way, the perfume industry grew with the expansion of a new religion, Islam, which was emerging in Arabia at the time. In addition, better ways of storing perfumes were developed, which gave them a longer shelf life.

Islam itself, as a religion that values and recommends beautiful fragrance, has made all aspects of a Muslim's life filled with scents. Muslims cannot imagine life without perfume!

During the reign of the Abbasids (775-847), the perfume trade and production reached its peak.

The scientist Abu Yusuf Yaqub bin Ishaaq al-Kindi, who lived in the 9th century, is considered the founder of the Arab perfume industry. He experimented with a variety of plants, and his secret recipes produced perfumes with different scents. One of his books, Kitab Kimiya al-'Itr (Book on the Chemistry of Perfume), contains recipes for scented oils, lotions and aromatic perfumed water. The perfume industry of the time, especially the distillation of essential oils and the learning of their properties, contributed to the development of medical science and pharmacy, where the oils were used to treat many diseases.

In the 13th century, Ibn Arabi, an Andalusian-Arab mystic, wrote in his Jewels of Wisdom, which he claimed was given to him by Muhammad, that of all boons, three things are dearest to his heart: perfume, women and prayer. Another Arab writer, speaking of the trade that made Arabia famous, wryly remarked: If I have to recommend goods for a good trade, I choose perfume, because if I miss out on the profit, I won't miss the smell of it.

Writing more than 700 years ago about the people of the Persian Gulf, Moroccan traveler Ibn Battuta noted: They will stay up all night hungry to buy perfume for the price of their food...
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Present Day
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Today, the precious resource in the Arabian Peninsula is oil, which has radically changed the landscape, lifestyle and human relations in these areas. But traditions rooted in cultural and religious values, which include the use of perfume, have remained unchanged.

Few regions in the world have undergone such rapid social change as the United Arab Emirates, which was established on December 2, 1971. Using this country as an example, I would like to present the importance of fragrance in the Muslim world. Here I will present such rituals closely related to various aromas, such as marriage, birth, funerals and receiving guests at home. However, in order to make the picture fairly complete, I have described not only the most important raw materials used by the Arabs since ancient times, but also how they obtained them, transporting them along the "incense route" to recipients belonging to other cultural circles.


I think that some form of emigration is needed for each of us. It is she who teaches knowing anew, to discover the meanings of smells, words that were hitherto foreign: to love, to tolerate, to give chance to change, to take risks... If you cross that line at least once - there is no going back. Mariusz Zalejski (actor).


As a long-time resident of the United Arab Emirates, I have my own observations about the emergence of local perfume companies, which I have decided to mention. I also give a few recipes that I learned in perfume and bakhur composition courses at the Warehouse421 art center, Abu Dhabi​[6].
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II. Mysterious scents in the history of the Arabian Peninsula
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Mysterious scents in the history of the Arabian Peninsula are a fragrant journey through time and space.

The production and trade of perfumes, or natural oils to which spices were added, was a huge source of wealth in ancient times. Merchants from the Arabian Peninsula, who were prepared for the hardships and obstacles of the trade route leading from east to west, became the wealthy of their time. Archaeological studies conducted since the 20th century in southern Oman and Yemen confirm this.
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Oman–Yemen border

The trade in fragrances was of particular importance in Marib, the capital of the ancient kingdom of Saba, which some scholars believe to be the biblical Sheba. Artifacts dating back more than 4,000 years have been discovered there. Carved on them are, among other things, the names of gods and types of perfumes given in ancient Arabic languages. For several hundred years before and after the birth of Christ, it was a well-known point on the map of the ancient world.

A team of American and British scientists found ruins of two incense trade centers in southern Oman, included on maps by Claudius Ptolemy, an Alexandrian geographer of the second century AD. One of them is probably the legendary lost city of Ubar.

A new expedition organized by archaeologist George R. Hedges has discovered the ruins of two limestone fortresses in Yemen's Mahra region, which are similar in design to those in the incense region of Oman. They also found distinctive stone monuments, called triliths, which most likely served as markers on the caravan route. The arrangement of standing stones and their different heights probably conveyed information about the distance, direction and location of water sources. Between the two forts, archaeologists discovered more than 30 triliths.

* * *
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Read ancient Sumerian records dating back to around 3000 BC mention perfumes. Thanks to cuneiform tablets, we also know that perfume makers were functioning in Mesopotamia at the Zimri-Lim palace in Mari in 1766 BC.

The Sumerian word for "perfume" is composed of cuneiform characters meaning "oil" and "sweet." A growing body of archaeological evidence indicates that the extent of the oil and spice trade between the peoples of the Arabian Peninsula and surrounding areas grew significantly during the Assyrian Empire (which existed from the second half of the 3rd millennium BC to the first half of the 1st millennium BC). Archaeological evidence here includes alabaster containers for storing and transporting raw incense resins and small limestone altars for burning incense. Archaeological finds also point to trade relations between southern Arabia and Judea - along the incense route, which formed a network of trade routes - by land and sea - linking the West to the East. 
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Cuneiform tablet
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Oman, watchtower

The great empires of the first millennium BC. - Assyria, Persia, Greece and Rome - tried to gain control of the Arab perfume and spice trade. Due to the harsh conditions in the desert region, these attempts were generally unsuccessful. For brief periods the occupiers controlled part of the incense route, but the Arabs from the east, known as the Nabataeans​[7], were not defeated and were never enslaved. And let's not forget the rivalry they had among themselves. There was not just an "idyllic" atmosphere among them, in which relations were based mainly on trade.


The thing about fragrances is that they remind us of the past with all its sounds and smells, impossible to repeat in the present moment.

Laura Esquivel (writer).


The Nabataeans played a central role in the sale of perfumes and quickly monopolized the inland trade routes through the Arabian deserts and the Negev desert in southern Israel. They built water storage systems that became the backbone of the trade routes, enabling them to transport goods across the desert; formed a distinct, sedentary cultural group; mastered pottery perfectly - they produced various types of vessels, which can be divided into two main categories: coarse-grained common wares and delicate wares, often like "eggshells", 1-3 mm thick and of metallic hardness. Among them can be found various types of flacons. Most had a long neck and were used to store perfumes and ointments.

Due to the growing demand for perfumes and spices in the Mediterranean, the Nabataean state became an economic power. At the same time, it is worth mentioning that although trade routes were well-developed, the transportation of perfumes and spices was a long and dangerous process. On land - due to desert conditions and robbers, and at sea - due to storms and pirates.
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Oman, oasis

Scientists have estimated the date of the start of the frankincense trade to be around 1800 BC, but it likely occurred even earlier. Around 900 BC, on the other hand, a significant change took place. Thanks to the one-humped camel (Camelus dromedarius), already domesticated by the end of the second millennium BC, local and distant overland transportation became faster. Caravans loaded with goods walked to the Persian Gulf port city of Gerrha from the southern part of Arabia, across the desert, for about 40 days. From there, goods were then transported to Mesopotamia, Israel and Europe.

Convoys at that time consisted of many dozens and sometimes hundreds of camels. Even loaded with goods, food and water, they were able to travel about 15-20 kilometers a day. The entire journey from southern Arabia, or Yemen, to Palestine took about six months.
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Dromedaries

The entire route was about 2,400 kilometers long, and the more difficult roads were chosen in many places deliberately to avoid thieves. Fortresses and resting places were built at strategic points along the trade routes - all to service the caravans that carried expensive goods and to protect them from thieves. These points controlled water sources and security along major and secondary routes.

The southern coast of the Arabian Peninsula, from Yemen in the west to Oman in the east, is largely isolated from the Fertile Crescent (stretching from Egypt through Palestine and Syria to Mesopotamia) - particularly by the inhospitable deserts of central Arabia, mainly Ar-Rab al-Khali known as the Empty Quarter. Of course, overland trade routes linked these regions, but the difficulties of overland travel between the isolated fertile areas of southern Arabia and the Fertile Crescent led to the development of maritime communication between these centers.
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Protecting the trail, Oman

Sailing through the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf offered great trade opportunities, which the Arabs took advantage of. They were present on two of the world's great trade routes, contacting two of the oldest centers of wealth and civilization: Egypt and Mesopotamia.

By the end of the first century BC, the growing demand for incense and perfumed oils led to more intensive trade. The Nabataeans began to specialize in this particular field and, with such increased demand, settled the main points of the incense route. In Petra, built by the Edomites in the 9th century BC, the Nabataeans established their capital. It was one of the main points on the "perfume route." In the 3rd century BC, they built the city of Moa at a strategic crossroads, which played the role of a resting place for convoys for about 500 years. They then established the city of Mamshita and erected a fortress called Khan Saharonim.

[image: image]

Photo by falco from Pixabay

Petra, Jordan today

The frankincense trade was originally based on the annual transportation and sale of this valuable resin after it was harvested in the spring. However, the Nabataeans secured greater profits by developing an entirely new method of processing the expensive imported resin. They mixed frankincense with locally available plants, such as turpentine pistachio and Egyptian columbine, creating new fragrances.

They became manufacturers and exporters of their products, packaged in ceramic containers (unguentaria), made in Petra itself.

The Nabataeans, over a period of more than 400 years, not only monopolized much of the trade between Rome and the Far East, but also kept secret the sources from which they drew their recipes.

They found markets among the ancient civilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia. They traded with merchants willing to pay high prices for beautifying body oils and for aromatic incense used in religious ceremonies or social rituals.

Among the most important ancient resinous substances were frankincense (Boswellia spp.) and myrrh (Commiphoras spp.) from both southern Arabia and the Horn of Africa (Somali Peninsula), and the balsam tree proper (Commiphora gileadensis), or balsam of Gilead or balsam of Mecca (grows in Arabia, Egypt and Sudan).
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The great wealth amassed by the Nabataeans was described in the first century BC by Diodorus of Sicily: "While there are many Arab tribes that use the desert as pasture, the Nabataeans far surpass the others in wealth, although they are not much more than ten thousand, since few of them are accustomed to importing sea frankincense and myrrh and the most valuable kinds of spices, which they buy [...] from so-called Arabia [...]" (Diodorus of Sicily, Historical Library, Book XIX: 94.5).

The Assyrians, Persians, Greeks and Romans at various times exercised control over parts of the incense route. However, Arab trade itself did not undergo any significant changes. Regardless of who currently held supreme power, the Arabs were able to trade with India. This fact was underscored by Gaius Pliny, a Roman writer and natural philosopher (23 A.D.-79 A.D.) called "the Elder." He described the Arabs in his writings as "the richest race in the world." The Roman scholar proved that the plants traded by the Arabs originally came not from the Arabian Peninsula, but from India, Africa or China. The trade secret of the time was deciphered. Around the same period, they learned to use monsoon winds​[8] in sailing between ports in India and Egypt. These are seasonal winds blowing in the Indian Ocean from land to sea in winter and vice versa from sea to land in summer. It is not known exactly when the characteristics of monsoons were first discovered. However, it is clear that these seasonal winds were widely used long before their discovery - for the "West" - by Hippalos​[9] in the first century AD. We do not know who made this discovery, but it is certain that the people of southern Arabia must have been the first to benefit from the properties of these seasonal winds.

Most likely, for many centuries, the Arabs kept the knowledge of these winds a secret from other peoples.
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Oman, Salalah, seaside

The Arabs were good seamen and experienced navigators. Their land was surrounded by the waters of the Persian Gulf to the east, the Red Sea to the west and the Indian Ocean to the south, so life at sea was not alien to them. In fact, the hardships they had to overcome in the Arabian Desert had already influenced the character, psyche and mental development of the Arabs. They learned to sail and seek a better life outside their home region. They studied the secrets of navigation and became experts at sea. They knew the monsoon seasons, which helped them sail to India and other countries in the east, all the way to China. They usually began their voyage by sailing toward the continent in July with the help of the summer monsoon, which blew northeast, and after nearly three months they reached the west coast of India. After loading their ships with goods from India and China, they sailed back to their homeland on the same course in November, with the help of a northeast wind - the winter monsoon. Their journey thus sometimes lasted a full year.
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Boats, Oman

True, we associate Arabs unequivocally with a nomadic lifestyle, but for centuries they settled in areas of the world from which they obtained goods for sale. They crossed the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean, sailing to Africa, India and even further east to China. Their knowledge of navigation was astonishing. They were the only ones who were able to avoid the reefs of the Lakshadiv archipelago, lying on the direct sea route between South Arabia and South India. These reefs posed by far the most serious threat along this route.

In some areas of the Malay Archipelago, such as the East Indies, the Philippines, Borneo, Sulu and Malaysia, Arabs started families. They married women, especially from the area's ruling class. Arabs, gifted with an entrepreneurial nature, generally sought to gain control and expand their influence wherever they went. They quickly gained prestige and status in a given society.

Arabs also settled in China in the port city of Guangzhou, and this was before the advent of Islam, but they were not always at ease in foreign lands. The riots that took place in 878 cost the lives of thousands of Muslim merchants, causing many to flee southern China. Muslim merchants moved their businesses from China to the Malay world. Because of this incident, trade contacts with China were halted for about a century.

In the first centuries of the Christian era, Arab merchants also established peaceful colonies in East Africa. They settled there with the consent of the local population and married local women. As a result of this peaceful settlement, new ethnic and cultural groups developed. Arabs settling in foreign lands came mainly from areas of present-day Yemen, Oman and Bahrain.

In fact, the Arabs became the "richest race in the world" because they had a monopoly on frankincense
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