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hile I was sat in a London café in spring
last year, a lab sample was shared over
lunch, and tears pricked at my eyes. The
fragrance – a millefeuille of sheer soft
petals, heavy with succulence, flushed,
velveteen, alive – was just so whole, so completely realised.
This was Odin Milieu Rosa, £140 for 100ml. I had to wait a year
for it to become a finished, final-bottled product (the boxes,
created by paper artist Matthew Shlian, are their own works
of art), but when it arrived, what a rush! I’ve been in the perfume game long enough to know that the things that smell
most like nature are in all likelihood several times removed –
a sort of third cousin of one’s own progeny. With Odin, their
rose contains pure Moroccan Rose Absolute (a hugely expensive raw ingredient), and also Citronellol Laevo, a natureidentical rose synthetic, which, ironically, is the thing that
really captures the ‘true’ essence of the flower.
The following month, a new British perfumer, Nancy
Meiland, dropped me a line, along with several vials of her
first collection, Paper Leaf. Rosier, £85 for 100ml, grabbed me
by the nose immediately – a ‘soliflore’, which means a representation of the whole plant or flower – in the case of Rosier, with its thorns, leaves, stems and soft-petalled underbelly,
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distilled into the moment ‘when a water droplet forms on the
petal’. Unlike Odin’s interpretation, one also gets a spicy
warmth, a spike of angelica seeds and a layer of ‘soft, reassuring buttery mimosa’. It’s already causing rose-scented ripples
in the world of perfumery.
You might think there is nothing left to be said about this
flower – the stuff of panic-purchased Valentine’s bunches,
Turkish delight and John William Waterhouse paintings… but
it keeps unfurling. From such unending fascination, and fondness, come as many fragrances as there are varieties of rose.
Limitless in its versatility as an ingredient, and its ability to
nurture creativity, the rose inspired me to quiz some perfumers on their very personal relationships with the flower – and
to find that we each hold a rose within our minds, but that no
two roses are the same – aside from the rather lovely uniting
fact that each of these perfumers, who grew up at different
times and in different places, all first discovered the rose in
their grandmother’s garden.

DARLING ROSE, WHY SO LOVELY?
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Why does a ubiquitous bloom continue to excite and inspire
perfumers? Eminé Ali Rushton seeks out the ways in which the
rose, in all its guises, means everything to the world’s finest noses

Nancy Meiland, perfumer and trained nose: ‘There is a hint of
duress that British perfumers are under to produce a rosebased scent – rose features in about 90 per cent of perfumes >>>
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mula and, although the rose plant varies across different
genuses, its fragrance varies even more wildly. Rose can occupy
very different space through the olfactory pyramid of top,
heart and base notes. So often the rose is associated with all
things twee, chintzy, lazily romantic, old-fashioned or saccharine, but this barely scrapes the surface of what a rose truly is.
It is decadent, daring, sharp, sensual, both tender and strong,
and its divine scent always leaves you wanting more.’
Amandine Galliano, Robertet UK perfumer and creator of
Yardley London English Rose: ‘Rose is
unique in its ability to blend beautifully
with accords across the fragrance spectrum, playing a transformative part in floral, oriental, green, amber and even
masculine compositions. It has the power
to take centre stage, to blend, to twist and
to transform. It is the ingredient of dreams.’
Lawrence Roullier White, the Roullier
White Perfumery: ‘There are so many different roses – from the rare and serene Taif
Rose to the dark and earthy Turkish Rose – full of sensuality
and passion. Modern perfumery has rediscovered the queen
of flowers and there are some remarkable interpretations. My
current passions are Wild Roses by Jimmy Boyd
[£39.95/200ml], Rosamunda by Laboratorio Olfattivo
[£90/100ml], and Rosier by Nancy Meiland [£85/100ml].’
Fabrice Pellegrin, perfumer, Atkinsons: ‘New ways of extracting the essence are still being found. Perfumers are looking for
a more floral heart, a more airy ‘petal’ effect, a green aspect,
and seeking to highlight the spicy part of the rose.’

Lawrence Roullier White: ‘Like many British children, I think
this was my grandmother’s garden – big, colourful blooms that
you could bury your face in and that she cut for the table. I
remember the smell as a four-year-old vividly.’
Lyn Harris, perfumer: ‘I always remember my grandmother’s
rose garden and, of course, my sister and I mixing rose petals
and water to make perfume!’
Nancy Meiland: ‘My gran had a rose garden. My first memory
of a rose would be burying my head in one of the blooms – the
notes of hay, milk, sweetness, with citrus overtones forever
lodged themselves in my memory. Catching the drift of their scent while playing
barefoot on the lawn would always stop me
in my tracks, making everything silent and
still for a moment.’

Rose is unique
in its ability to
blend with accords
across the
fragrance
spectrum”

ROSE-TINTED MEMORIES

Sylvie Ganter, Atelier Cologne: ‘My first memory of a rose is the
blue roses in my grandparents’ garden in Provence.’
Kelly Kovak, perfumer, Odin: ‘I spent a lot of time with my
grandparents when I was young, and my first memory is of the
one rosebush that grew in their yard. When it was in bloom,
my grandfather would pick roses and bring them into the
house to give to my grandmother at the end of the day. When
they moved to a retirement community, the rosebush moved
with them. My grandmother passed away several years ago,
but my 98-year-old grandfather still picks the roses and puts
them next to her photo.’
Fabrice Pellegrin: ‘It’s a very real memory, straight from my
childhood, when I would go rose-picking in the fields with my
grandmother. They were unforgettable moments. There were
lots of Italian pickers who all came to Grasse from the same
village. They would meet up there and talk about everything.
The atmosphere was very warm and friendly.’
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The pick of the bunch
Nancy Meiland Rosier, £85 for 100ml, Odin Milieu Rosa, £140 for 100ml, Dear Rose I Love
My Man, £105 for 100ml, Atelier Cologne Rose Anonyme, £110 for 100ml, Atkinsons Rose in
Wonderland, £120 for 100ml, Diptyque Eau Rose, £65 for 50ml

HOW TO EAT A ROSE

Fabrice Pellegrin: ‘I eat roses rarely, but
when I do, it’s rose jam or crystallised petals. Recently, I even tasted rose wine, made
in the same way as orange or walnut wine.’
Kelly Kovak: ‘The visual side of me says rose tea, but then
my taste buds kick in and say it has to be Turkish Delight!’
Lyn Harris: ‘My favourite is tea, which I still make with Tim
d’Offay of Postcard Teas, and rose jam.’
Sylvie Ganter: ‘The Ispahan macaron by Pierre Hermé.’
Nancy Meiland: ‘If you’re in favour of purest rose, tea is always
the answer – you can savour the delicacy of the scent and
flavour without the clamour of other ingredients. But my
six-year-old daughter, Lila, and I like to add a few drops of
rosewater to vanilla buttercream, and make rose syrup to pour
on to sponge cakes.’
Lawrence Roullier White: ‘I love Delice’s Milk Rose Truffles.
These are completely natural and contain real rose oil from
Tunisia and are covered in crushed rose petals.’

DAWN OR DUSK?

Nancy Meiland: ‘At dawn, when there is the slightly “acid”
moment when the dew drop forms on the petal. Petals are
harvested first thing in the morning when the rose oil is at its
most powerful.’
Lawrence Roullier White: ‘Dusk definitely – the heat of the
day has a cumulative effect and transports the richness of the
rose scent. To be in an English rose garden at 7pm in July is one
of life’s great olfactory experiences.’
Lyn Harris: ‘Dusk, after the heat or wet of the day, always.’

THE ROSE, AS WORK OF ART

Lyn Harris: ‘I like old botanical drawings of roses and the Dali
painting of a rose with a cloud over it [Meditative Rose].’
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>>> in some capacity. It serves as a versatile bridge within a for-

Nancy Meiland: ‘The painting The Soul of the Rose by John
William Waterhouse. I love the idea of scent as a refuge –
essence of rose has long been known as a healer of the heart
and has many protective and regenerative properties. There
is such a strong sense of longing in the painting, and I love the
way [the subject] steadies herself on the wall with one hand
as she delicately holds the rose with the other – physically
leaning into the scent.’
Kelly Kovak: ‘My favourite depiction of a rose is not a painting
but rather in Nick Knight’s photographs. They are modern and
beautiful in their imperfection.’

more impactful – especially when the rose oil is at its most
potent in early summer.’

FAVOURITE VARIETY OF ROSE

Sylvie Ganter: ‘My favourite song that depicts the rose? La
Vie En Rose sung by Edith Piaf. My grandmother used to sing
that song to me.’
Lawrence Roullier White: ‘Has to be Grace Jones singing La
Vie En Rose – she makes it such a celebration of life.’
Kelly Kovak: Roses From My Friends by Ben Harper.
Nancy Meiland: Under the Ivy by Kate Bush. This song is
hauntingly beautiful and refers to this idea of the refuge of the
rose and a secret garden we can escape to.’

Kelly Kovak: ‘Rose de Mai, which was the starting point for
Milieu Rosa. It has a rich, sweet, true and deep rose scent, with
a hint of spice.’
Lawrence Roullier White: ‘My favourite genus is the Ena
Harkness rose, which has a fantastic scent and is the colour of
deep red velvet.’
Sylvie Ganter: ‘I love Madame Ernest Calvat, a pale lavender,
double-petal, bourbon rose. It grows in a shrub format and is
a very old rose related to Madame Isaac Pereire, which has
deeper purple blooms. It’s famous for its fabulous fragrance
and looks like a peony.’
Lyn Harris: ‘The garden rose – wet and green, with a fruity
sherbet undertone.’
Nancy Meiland: ‘I love the wild, less-structured, rambling
nature of the rosebush varieties. This is why I decided to call
my first rose fragrance Rosier, which is French for “rose briar”
or “bush”. The fragrance of these rambling rose bushes
spreads, climbs and expands across a wider space and is

THE ENGLISH ROSE

Lawrence Roullier White: ‘Actually there is only one perfume
that uses real English Roses, and that’s Union Gunpowder
Rose, £125 for 100ml. Union only uses British ingredients
and takes white roses from the Essex/Suffolk borders. English
Roses have a fresh bite to them, which then melds into a
velvet softness.’

SING A ROSE

ANYONE FOR CADBURY ROSES?

Nancy Meiland: ‘Coffee Creme please. I’ll leave the jawbreaking toffees in the tin, thank you!’
Sylvie Ganter: ‘My favourite is the Hazel Whirl, the purple
plastic-foil twist-wrapper with orange twists. And my least
favourite is the Strawberry Dream.’
Lawrence Roullier White: ‘The purple Hazel in Caramel is the
best, as it explodes in the mouth, and the toffee is the sad one
that’s always left behind.’
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