
ì I  sm el l  you  on m y ski nî  ñ  the tex t proj ec ti on c reated by 
J enny H ol z er i n F l orenc e ( 1 9 9 6 )  on the banks of  the 
som eti m es pu ngent R i v er Arno i s one beau ti f u l  tri bu te to 
sc ent.  W hen we perf u m e ou rsel v es i n ri tu al s onl y known to 
u s and f al l  i nto that sedu c ti v e ol f ac tory au ra that tri ggers 
m em ori es,  em oti ons and c arnal  desi re,  l i ttl e do we know 
of  the i ntri c ate proc ess that happens between harv esti ng,  
spri tz i ng and the al c hem y of  l ov e that happens on the ski n 
and between hu m anki nd.  

W hi l e we i nc reasi ngl y eq u i p ou rsel v es 
wi th the sm arts c onc erni ng f arm  to
tabl e organi c  agri c u l tu re ñ  Pi sanel l o 
tom atoes,  sam phi re and whi te tru !es 
i nc l u ded ñ  the horti c u l tu ral  prac ti c es 
su rrou ndi ng fl owers rem ai n m ysteri 
ou s,  m ysti c al  ev en.  Y et sc ent i s a v i tal  
i ngredi ent i n l i f e ñ  i t hel ps u s l i v e m ore 
i ntensel y,  f al l  i n l ov e and m ake l ov e 
m ore passi onatel y.  M any babi es are 
c onc ei v ed u nder a f ragrant c l ou d and 
the natu ral  m i l ky l ac tones of  breast 
m i l k hel p f u se that fi rst bond.  

D eep wi thi n the fi el ds of  G rasse,  on 
the 3 0  hec tare M u l  f am i l y estate 
on the C Ù te díAz u r,  l i es an ex trac ti on 
pl ant and l aboratory of  W i l l y W onka 
c om pl ex i ty.  H ere J asminum grandifl orum ,  M ay rose,  iris 
pallida ,  tu berose and gerani u m  rosat are harv ested f rom  
the f erti l e fi el ds that are shel tered f rom  the wi nd and trans
f orm ed v i a a u ni q u e ex trac ti on and di sti l l ati on proc ess i nto 
the hi ghest q u al i ty fl ower essenc es,  the prec i ou s i ngredi 
ents of  C H AN E L  perf u m es.

T he produ c ti on proc esses dev el oped by the M u l  f am i l y 
estate,  headed u p by F abri c e B i anc hi  ( the son i n l aw of  
J oseph M u l ,  the great grandson of  the ori gi nal  owner) ,  f u se 
m odern day tec hnol ogy wi th horti c u l tu ral  prac ti c es i ni ti ated 
by the M u l  f am i l y i n the 1 9 th c entu ry.  I t was 4 0 0  years ago that 
essenc es began to be u sed to perf u m e l eather goods that 
were c raf ted i n G rasseí s tanneri es.  B oots,  saddl es,  bri dl es 
and ri di ng c apes were treated to a sc ented wax i ng to ri d the 
l eathers of  thei r m al odorou s stabl e and tanni ng sm el l s and 

del i v er the ri der i n fi ne f orm ,  ready to swash bu c kl e,  rav i sh 
and l eav e a sensori al  m ol ec u l ar trai l  behi nd.  F l oral  sc ents 
of  the ti m e were m ade f rom  fl ower oi l s or waters di sti l l ed 
f rom  bl oom s su c h as roses,  orange fl owers and j asm i ne 
that were grown wi th great su c c ess i n G rasse,  earni ng 
the regi on i ts m oni ker,  ì the c radl e of  perf u m eryî .  I t was the 
start of  an i ndu stry that has grown ex ponenti al l y,  i n paral l el  
wi th i nc reasi ng prosperi ty and the c u l tu re and c om m erc e 
su rrou ndi ng styl e and sedu c ti on.  T he two bec am e i nex tri 

c abl y l i nked wi th Pari si an c ou tu ri ers 
at the f oref ront of  i nnov ati on,  and i n 
the c ase of  C H AN E L ,  breakthrou gh 
syntheti c  and organi c  f orm u l as that 
gav e sc ents nu anc ed l ayers,  m oder
ni ty and l ongev i ty.  

W hen E rnest B eau x  and G abri el l e 
C hanel  c reated the hou seí s f i rst 
perf u m e ñ  C H AN E L  N ° 5  ñ  i n 1 9 2 1 ,  
they u sed j asm i ne f rom  G rasse.  I n 
1 9 8 7  C H AN E L  entered i nto an ex c l u 
si v e agreem ent wi th the M u l  f am i l y,  
who were then,  and sti l l  are today,  
the l argest produ c ers i n the regi on,  
to ensu re that the hou se al ways has 
the best q u al i ty j asm i ne and su f f i 
c i ent q u anti ti es f or the produ c ti on 
of  E x trai t N ° 5 .  T he c ol l aborati on 

f l ou ri shed,  as di d sal es of  C H AN E L  perf u m es and,  i n ti m e,  
the M u l  estate has c om e to c u l ti v ate rose,  i ri s,  gerani u m  
and tu berose f or the hou se.  I t al l  begi ns wi th the q u al i ty of  
the soi l  ( protec ted by c rop rotati on)  and a rhi z om e,  or pl ant 
stem .  At the M u l  estate the c u l ti v ati on of  the f ragi l e,  ni ght
bl oom i ng j asm i ne bl ossom  ( the f l ower of  the stars)  i s a 
sc i enc e i n i tsel f .  H ar v esti ng happens between Au gu st 
and O c tober,  i n the earl y m orni ngs,  wi th gatherers ni m bl y 
pi c ki ng f l owers and pl ac i ng them  i n wi c ker baskets 
c ov ered wi th dam p c l oths.  T he q u anti ty req u i red i s m i nd
boggl i ng:  1 kg of  j asm i ne eq u al s 1 0 , 0 0 0  f l owers,  wi th 
eac h gatherer pi c ki ng abou t 3 5 0 g per hou r;  these are 
then pl ac ed i n baskets and taken to the f ac tory ( bu i l t i n 
1 9 8 8 )  f or i m m edi ate ex trac ti on.  S oaked i n sol v ent,  the 
f ragranc e i s absorbed i nto the l i q u i d,  whi c h then ev ap
orates,  l eav i ng the sc ent i n a wax  known as a c onc rete.  

The Alchemy of Love
5 tons of fresh iris 
rhizomes = 1kg of 

iris butter
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#1 Jasmine  B otani c al  nam e: Jasminum grandifl  orum  Perf u m e:  N° 5  O ri gi n:  Egypt  H ei ght:  1-1.5 metres  E x trac ti on:  from the fl  owers  H arv est:  August October, 350kg jasmine = 550g absolute  #2 May Rose B otani c al  
nam e:  Rosa centifolia  Perf u m es:  N° 5 and other CHANEL perfume extracts  O ri gi n:  France  H ei ght:  1.5 metres  E x trac ti on:  from the fl  owers  H arv est:  three weeks in May, 400kg roses = 600g absolute  #3 Tuberose  B otani c al  
nam e:  Polianthes tuberosa simple  Perf u m e:  Gabrielle  O ri gi n:  Mexico  H ei ght:  0.5-1 metre  E x trac ti on:  from the fl  owers  H arv est:  August October, 1 ton = 0.5kg extrait  #4 Geranium Rosat  B otani c al  nam e: Pelargonium 
graveolens  Perf u m e:  Coco Noir  O ri gi n:  South Africa  H ei ght:  0.5-0.8 metre  D i sti l l ati on:  from the stems and leaves  H arv est:  September, 1 ton fresh geranium = 1kg essential oil  #5 Iris Pallida B otani c al  nam e:  Iris 
pallida  Perf u m es:  N° 19, La Pausa, Misia  O ri gi n:  Italy  H ei ght:  1 metre  D i sti l l ati on:  from the rhizomes (roots of the roots)  H arv est:  October, three years of drying, 5 tons fresh rhizomes = 1kg ì iris butterî  (essential oil of iris)
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T he i nsol u bl e wax  i s then separated f rom  the 
f ragrant su bstanc e to obtai n the absol u te ñ  a hi ghl y 
c onc entrated l i q u i d.  N ex t,  the prec i ou s arom ati c  
l i q u i d i s sent to the C H AN E L  F ragranc e C reati on 
and D ev el opm ent L aboratory f or q u al i ty testi ng.  I t i s 
a sc i enc e rel i ant on m any f ac tors.  ì T he q u al i ty of  the 
c onc rete rel i es on weather c ondi ti ons and the ti m e 
of  day the pl ants are harv ested,î  says J ean F ranÁ oi s 
V i ei l l e,  who m anages the ex trac ti on pl ant.   

E ac h fl  oral  spec i es req u i res a u ni q u e proc ess.  Iris 
pallida ,  wi th i ts sl ender m au v e bl ossom s,  hi des i ts 
sc ent i n the roots that are grown u ndergrou nd f or 
three years.  M ore than 1 . 5  hec tares are dev oted to 
thi s botani c al  treasu re,  whi c h i s harv ested i n O c to
ber and sl i c ed and dri ed f or f u tu re di sti l l ati on,  wi th 
a perc entage of  rhi z om es sav ed f or repl anti ng.  T he 
sl i c es take three years to f u l l y dry bef ore the sof t,  
powdery odou r i s ex trac ted by di sti l l ati on to bec om e 
i ri sí s essenti al  oi l ,  known as orri s bu tter.  In the spring 
a livelier iris changes on the burnishíd dove/ In the 
spring a young maní s fancy lightly turns to thoughts 
of love ,  wrote Al f red,  L ord T ennyson,  i n hi s poem  
Locksley Hall ,  of  f ri sky tem ptati ons tri ggered by 
v ol u ptu ou s,  and of ten phal l i c ,  fl  ora.  

T he tu berose,  a del i c ate,  star shaped fl  ower and 
prof ou ndl y f ragrant,  gi v es o!  i ts v ol u ptu ou s honeyed 
sc ent at ni ght and bl ooms  f rom Au gu st to N ov emb er.  
U p to 2 , 0 0 0  fl  owers are harv ested per hec tare and 
the f ragi l e fl  owers are treated wi th the sof test tou c h.  
S o eroti c  i s the sc ent that,  du ri ng the R enai ssanc e,  
you ng wom en were f orbi dden f rom  wal ki ng throu gh 
fi  el ds of  tu berose.  Y et u nl ess handl ed wi th u tm ost 
ski l l  the sc ent c an i ndu c e nau sea not ec stasy.  

M eanwhi l e,  gerani u m  rosat,  wi th i ts su btl e peppery,  
rose and l em on sc ent,  i s har v ested u si ng a 
c u stom  desi gned m owi ng bl ade bef ore S eptem 
ber 1 5 ,  when the au tu m n rai ns typi c al l y arri v e.  T he 
del i ghtf u l ,  sweet rose of  M ay i s the m ost ex pensi v e 
and prec i ou s to c u l ti v ate.  G atherers work f or three 
i ntense weeks du ri ng that m onth,  pl ac i ng f resh 
bl ossom s i nto bu rl ap bags and pi c ki ng 5 kg per hou r,  
representi ng 2 , 0 0 0  fl  owers.  As m any as  5 0 , 0 0 0  rose 
bu shes stretc h ou t ac ross the hori z on,  thei r c al yx es 
openi ng at su nri se,  fi  l l i ng the ai r wi th sc ent.

ì T here are al ways fl  owers f or those who want to 
see them , î  wrote H enri  M ati sse.  At M u l  the fl  owers 
are not onl y seen,  they are al so nu rtu red,  tou c hed 
and al l owed to fl  ou ri sh i n i nc reasi ngl y tem pera
m ental ,  u npredi c tabl e c l i m ati c  c ondi ti ons.  S om e 
pl ants ev en rec ei v e m u si c  therapy wi th a c ertai n 
sou nd l ev el  f req u enc y that i s repu ted to ki l l  o!  
harm f u l  bac teri a.  ì O u r f l owers are l i ke c hi l dren 
whom  we rai se i nto adu l thood,î  says B i anc hi ,  who 
wi th C H AN E L  works to protec t the l and f rom  ov er
produ c ti on and ensu re c u l ti v ati on f or dec ades to 
c om e.  ì T he day that the pi c ki ng of  the fl  ower di sap
pears f rom  the c hai n that l i nks fl  ower to f ragranc e 
i s the day f ragranc e l oses al l  of  i ts poeti c  and m agi 
c al  power,î  notes O l i v i er Pol ge,  C H AN E L í s i n hou se 
Perf u m er C reator.

As we l i beral l y spri tz  ou r treasu red sc ents on 
nec ks and wri sts ( and wherev er the ski n i s warm )  
and i ndu l ge i n ol f ac tory esc ape,  thi nk of  those 
rhi z om es and f l owers i n G rasse.  T he u l t i m ate 
al c hem y i s u s ñ  eac h sc ent wi l l  m i ngl e di f f er
entl y,  ac c ordi ng to ou r u ni q u e ski n type,  pH ,  age,  
horm ones and env i ronm ent.  T he em oti ons,  asso
c i ati ons,  m etaphors and m em ori es are part of  ou r 
own personal ,  sec ret au tobi ography.  And that ma kes 
the l ov e m ade wi th sc ent that m u c h m ore i ntense.  

Chanel: The Art of Creating Fragrance: Flowers of 
the French Riviera by Lionel PaillË s, photographer 
Pierre Even (Abrams Books)
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Paper artw
orks and photography by Kyle Bean
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Perfume:  ir ir
Created: 2012

er am ter am t
Common name: bergamot orange
Species: C bergamia
Genus: Citrus

Rose Geranium eaRose Geranium ea
Common name: rose geranium leaf
Species: P graveolens
Genus: Pelargonium

Nose: Ja es P l eJa es P l e
Artwork by: a M minos ilia M minos ili

RoseRose
 
Common name: Rose
Genus: Rosa

Pat liPat li
Common name: patchouli
Species: P cablin
Genus: Pogostemon
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