
FRANKINCENSE

All of a sudden the serpent prince released that [bile] on the lowlands of the mountain that is the Lord of 
the Earth, which possess frankincense trees anointed with their own resin, and which are perfumed with the 
fragrance of nalika forests. Right at the time immediately after it fell down, on the account of that, the place 
that is beyond the abode of the barbaras, near the desert, [and] by the land on the ocean shore, became the 
source of emeralds. – Origin Myth, Ratna Pariksa of Buddha Bhatta

Frankincense is a gum resin obtained from certain trees of the genus Bosivellia, found in East Africa and 
Arabia. To collect the resin (sap), an incision is made in the bark of the trees, allowing a milky juice to exude 
and slowly harden into tear-shaped yellow droplets. The dried sap is then gathered and burned as incense 
or distilled to create essential oil.
 
People in East Africa and the Arabian Peninsula have produced frankincense for over 5,000 years. For 
much of this time, aromatic resin was the region's most important commodity, with a trade network that 
reached across Africa, Asia, and Europe. 

Frankincense was desired for personal, religious, and medicinal use. In a time before daily bathing, people 
would use the sweet smoke from natural resins to make themselves smell better. Egyptian women utilized 
the ash of frankincense as well, mixing it into their eye shadow. Resins were also widely used in religious 
ceremonies and burials. In ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome, frankincense would be burnt as an offering to 
the deities. Additionally, due to its association with the divine, frankincense was also burnt for the dead. The 
aroma of the incense also served to mask the odor of decaying flesh.

Ancient Egyptians used frankincense as an integral part of the mummification process. During embalming, 
the internal organs of the mummy would be removed and the body’s cavities would then be packed with 
frankincense, to help prevent decomposition and to mask the odor.
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JASMINE

Is Jasmine then the mystical Morn – the centre, the Delphi, the Omphalos of the floral world? Is it the point 
of departure, the one unapproachable and indivisible unit of fragrance? Is Jasmine the Isis of flowers, with 
veiled face and covered feet, to be loved of all yet discovered by none? Beautiful Jasmine! If it be so, the Rose 
ought to be dethroned and the Inimitable enthroned in her stead; suppose we create a civil war among the 
gardens and crown the Jasmine empress and queen of all. – Charles Dickens, Household Words 

Jasmine represents a genus of more than 200 flowering vines and shrubs of the Oleaceae family. The 
plant has been grown as an ornamental and for its highly fragrant flowers for centuries in China, Japan, 
and throughout Southeast Asia and Indonesia. Jasmine is also the national flower of Pakistan, where it is 
commonly known as Chameli. An oil produced from the flowers called jasmine absolute is so prized for its 
scent that it’s referred to as the King of Oils. The scent of jasmine is often described as rich, heavy, warm 
and narcotic. Jasmine and other white flowers such as gardenias and tuberose have trace amounts of indole, 
a molecule found in feces. This slight fecal element gives white flowers a “dirty” foul note that humans often 
find attractive.

Jasmine blossoms are too delicate to survive a steam distillation process. These days, aromatic jasmine 
absolute is produced through a solvent extraction process. An earlier extraction method is enfleurage, a 
process as intricate and sensual as the essence it yields. Enfleurage makes use of the fact that the volatile 
perfume materials of flowers are soluble in fat. Glass plates, each supported in a wooden frame, are coated 
on both sides with a suitable solid fat such as lard or tallow, which is prepared during the winter off-season 
by arduous melting, cleaning, and filtering until it is nearly odorless. Flower petals are laid on the plates, 
and the plates are piled on top of one another. As the petals emit their volatile elements, they are captured 
in the layers of fat above and below. When all the perfume from the petals has been absorbed by the fat, 
they are replaced by a fresh supply, and the process is repeated until the fat is saturated with scent. This fat, 
known as a pomade, is then distilled in an alcohol-based solvent in order to obtain raw aromatic essence. 

It takes a little over a thousand pounds of flowers to produce a little less than one pound of jasmine absolute 
this way. The jasmine flowers release only a tiny fraction of their perfume at a time, but the fat captures a 
whole day’s worth of fragrance from each blossom. By absorbing the flower’s perfume over time, enfleurage 
captures more of its essence than could have been sniffed at any given movement of its life. A more apt 
metaphor for the quest for beauty – for obtaining the essence of a thing that is somehow greater than the 
thing itself – would be hard to imagine. – Fragrant by Mandy Aftel
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VETIVER

Vetiver is an aromatic tropical grass indigenous to India, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Malaysia. 
Vetiver oil is made by distilling the roots of the plant. The scent of vetiver is often described as cool, musty, 
and earthy.

One of the oldest aromatic uses of vetiver roots is to weave them into mats and fans, which, when dampened 
with water and hung in windows like curtains, cool and scent the air with a pleasant aroma. Vetiver is an 
important material in traditional South Asian perfumes as well as in modern Euro-American perfumes.
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GUAIACOL

Perfumed smoke began with the things of this earth but climbed quickly into the realm of the gods. Atop the 
famous ziggurat-shaped Tower of Babel, which stretched closer to the gods than mortals could reach, priests 
lit pyres of incense. – A Natural History of the Senses, Diane Ackerman

Guaiacol is a naturally isolated scent molecule that was first extracted from tree resin in 1843 by Italian 
chemist Ascanio Sobrero. Guaiacol is now derived from guaiac resin, beechwood tar, coal tar, creosote, 
and orange leaves. The scent of guaiacol can be described as a thin, clear smoke. Scented smoke holds an 
important place in the history of perfume. Perfume began in ancient Mesopotamia as incense offered to the 
gods. The word perfume is derived from the Latin per fumar; per meaning through, and fumar meaning 
smoke.
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VIOLET LEAF

Violet leaf absolute is a dark green liquid. It displays a powerful, green leafy/herbaceous odor with a fine, 
delicate, floral undertone, possessing a distinct aroma of violet flowers. 

Violet leaf is a rare and irreplaceable element in perfumery, and one of the costliest and most labor intensive 
natural fragrance materials to produce; approximately 2300 kilograms of hand-picked leaves yield only 
one kilogram of the absolute. Beloved around the world, extracts of violet leaf have been used in traditional 
Persian medicine since the time of Avicenna (980-1037 CE) for a host of ailments. Since the age of the 
mythological gods and goddesses, diminutive violet has been revered by the ancient Greeks and Romans, 
Pliny and Hippocrates, Shakespeare and Napoleon, makers of love potions, and lovers of its perfume 
throughout time. Useful for overcoming fears, the flower is a symbol of shyness and modesty; its essence 
helps to surmount emotional obstacles and develop trust, engenders openness and warmth, and gives 
support to those who have a tendency to retreat.
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