

The Egyptians employed fragrances as part of their religious ceremonials, believing that they could communicate with the gods by raising scented smoke; thus, the word perfume -per fumum, Latin for through smoke. 

Incense was used for religious purposes, while balms and ointments were used for cosmetic and/or medicinal purposes. Myrrh, frankincense, peppermint and rose were common ingredients in early perfumes. The Egyptians invented glass and utilized glass perfume bottles to store their perfumes. 


The oldest perfumery was discovered on the island of Cyprus in 2004. Evidence was found of an enormous Bronze Age 4000 year old factory covering an estimated surface area of over 4,000m² indicating that perfume manufacturing was on an industrial scale.

The Persians perfected the art of preserving scents in perfecting the extraction of fragrances through steam distillation and introducing new and raw ingredients.  They also had wider access to a variation of fragrance material.  Many of these materials were cultivated by the Muslims so that they could be successfully grown outside of their native climates – e.g. jasmine, native to south Asia. The usage of perfume in the Islamic culture is considered a religious duty.  Through mass rituals and usage, it gave scholars incentives to research and develop a cheaper way to produce incenses.

The Greeks categorized perfumes according to the part of the plant they came from and kept records of their compositions.  Alexander the Great brought perfume to Greece after invading Egypt, and the Romans took on the Greek's perfume culture when they invaded Greece. In the mean time, Islamic, Chinese and Indian cultures had continued to use perfume and fragranced materials as part of their religious and social rituals.

The technique of distillation, evaporation and filtration was developed in Iraq c750 by Jabir ibn Hayyan.  This process enabled the collection of the odour of plants into vapour that could be collected in the form of water or oil.

Iraqi Al-Kindi took the technique one step further c800 by inventing perfume recipes by combining a variety of scent products and plants.

Floral perfumes came to Europe in the 11th century from Arabia through trade with the Islamic world and the Crusaders.

The first modern world perfume was introduced by the Hungarians in 1370. Queen Elizabeth of Hungary commanded a perfume be made for her.  It was the first perfume to be made of scented oils and blended with an alcohol solution. Catherine de Medici had a personal perfumer who travelled to France with her.  His laboratory was connected with her apartments by a secret passageway so the recipes could not be stolen.

France became the center of perfume and cosmetic manufacture.  The 14th century saw an increase of flower cultivation for their perfume essence and it grew into a major industry in the south of France.

The 15th century saw perfumes used primarily by royalty and the wealthy to mask body odours.  This fashion and patronage created the western perfumery industry.

The 17th century was the peak of fragrance fashion.  Perfumed gloves and accessories were all the rage in France.  It was through this that the guild of glove and perfume makers was established in 1656.  

Perfume makers were also known to create poisons.  A French Duchess was murdered when a poisoned perfumed was rubbed into a new set of gloves.  As she wore the gloves the perfume was absorbed into her skin causing her to die a slow and painful death. This method of murder became a huge pastime for individuals wishing to kill off love and political rivals.

King Louis XV held ‘le cour parfumee’ – the perfumed court.  The king demanded a different fragrance every day and Mme Pompadour ordered generous supplies of fragrance. In Louis’s court fragrance was applied to clothing, fans, furniture, plants – as well as the skin. Perfume was substituted for soap and water.

The 18th century brought the Eau de Cologne - "water from Cologne". A young Italian, Jean-Marie Farina invented it in Cologne, Germany, which was a big success in France and subsequently in Europe. The eau de cologne was originally intended for both internal and external use, having both medicinal and cosmetic applications. 

When Napoleon came to power he had delivered 2 quarts of violet cologne each week and it has been said that he used 60 bottles of double extract of jasmine every month.  Josephine was partial to musk and it was Napoleon who created a legal distinction between pharmacy and perfumery.

The French Revolution did not diminish the use of perfume as there was a fragrance called ‘Parfum a la Guillotine’.  After the Revolution people started to express their desire for luxury goods and a profusion of vanity boxes containing perfumes appeared in the 19th century.


In England Queen Elizabeth I had all public places scented during her rule as she would not tolerate bad smells.  Ladies of the day took great pride in mixing scents and creating delightful fragrances. Aromatics were contained in lockets and the hollow heads of canes to be sniffed by the owner. It was not until the late 1800s, when synthetic chemicals were used, that perfumes could be mass marketed. 

The first synthetic perfume was nitrobenzene, made from nitric acid and benzene. This synthetic mixture gave off an almond smell and was often used to scent soaps. In 1868, Englishman William Perkin synthesized coumarin from the South American tonka bean to create a fragrance that smelled like freshly sown hay. Ferdinand Tiemann of the University of Berlin created synthetic violet and vanilla. In the United States, Francis Despard Dodge created citronellol—an alcohol with rose-like odor—by experimenting with citronella, which is derived from citronella oil and has a lemon-like odor. In different variations, this synthetic compound gives off the scents of sweet pea, lily of the valley, narcissus, and hyacinth.
Natural ingredients—flowers, grasses, spices, fruit, wood, roots, resins, balsams, leaves, gums, and animal secretions—as well as resources like alcohol, petrochemicals, coal, and coal tars are used in the manufacture of perfumes. Some plants, such as lily of the valley, do not produce oils naturally. In fact, only about 2,000 of the 250,000 known flowering plant species contain these essential oils. Therefore, synthetic chemicals must be used to re-create the smells of non-oily substances. Synthetics also create original scents not found in nature.

Some perfume ingredients are animal products. For example, castor comes from beavers, musk from male deer, and ambergris from the sperm whale. Animal substances are often used as fixatives that enable perfume to evaporate slowly and emit odors longer. Other fixatives include ingredients in perfumes. It is the ratio of alcohol to scent that determines whether the perfume is "eau de toilette" (toilet water) or cologne.









