from field to flacon

albanum...
G
Bitter, wicked, brash and
bracing or redolent of
shady forests, grassy and
soaring: ‘green’ notes
in perfumery can be
tempestuous, chimerical
beasts. One of the most
treasured raw materials
to evoke this is galbanum
- but how many people
actually know what it
is? Senior Writer Suzy
Nightingale investigates

Poetic green…
During our How to Improve
Your Sense of Smell Workshops
[check our EVENTS page,
online] and in the ‘Smelling
Notes’ we include with our
Discovery Boxes, we ask
people to think outside the
box (literally) when it comes
to describing a fragrance or
particular ingredient, focusing,
instead, on the emotional and
artistic paths it leads them down
- including imagining it as a
piece of writing, or a poem.
Many writers have been
inspired by the mysterious
colour green, and the poem
opposite brilliantly evokes
galbanum… But which piece of
poetry might you choose?
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Oh, green… We thought the

grey was here forever – just as we
always do, every year. But at this time
in the calendar comes the excitement,
the rising of the sap – and a euphoria
induced simply by looking at limecoloured leaves unfurling. (Rather
wonderfully, that new-green-leaf
obsession is sometimes referred to as
a ‘chlorophyll rush’ by gardeners!)
But trying to introduce a sense
of greenness into a fragrance is
challenging for a perfumer. That
verdant pop of spring buds bursting,
freshly-cut fleshy stalks in a florist’s
shop bleeding life, the insistent
quickening of the blood in all living
things as the sap rises... Green can
brashly thrust or softly beckon,
depending on the perfumer’s artistry.
The ultimate ‘green’ note is
called galbanum. It’s been used for
centuries – millennia, actually, dating
back to Biblical times (see overleaf),
with the ancient Roman and Greeks
also burning galbanum-laden incense
sticks, scenting their baths, adding to
soothing skin balms, and using it as a
personal perfume.
Woody yet alive with the smell
of clean, damp earth and the icily
pure air of a mountain forest,
galbanum essential oil is obtained
via steam distillation of resin from
the umbelliferous (umbrella-shaped)
plant Ferula galbaniflua, native to
Iran, Turkey and some neighbouring
countries, and from a near-relative,
Ferula gummosa. The plant looks a
little like fennel and angelica, with
a starburst of yellow flowers – but
slice the stalk, and out oozes a milky
juice, released by the plant to heal
itself. Air-dried, that juice collects in
‘tears’, ranging from the palest yellow
through to deep, rich red-gold.

Steam distillation is most often
used to transform the resin into a
perfume ingredient – though there’s
also a ‘dry’ distillation process
which produces a wonderful bluetinted oil. Aromatherapists use
galbanum essential oil for bronchitis,
abcesses, stretch marks, stomach
pains and asthma (it sure ‘opens up
the passages’!), as well as to keep
insects at bay. From a psychological
perspective, galbanum is said to work
well for ‘unblocking memories and
removing emotional debris’ - and
it certainly comes as no surprise to
discover that some aromatherapists
use galbanum to treat Seasonal
Affective Disorder: it’s as evocative of
lengthening sunshine hours and the
promise of summer as any essential
oll we can think of. (The usual caveat
about not using oils neat on the skin
applies, of course.)
But with such potency, galbanum
requires the deftest handling by a
‘nose’. Used in overdose the effect
can be a somewhat sour stab – the
smell of a cold, steel knife cutting an
under-ripe apple. In more convivial
amounts it can add space to a
fragrance, edging apart some of the
deeper notes and lending a peculiarly
vibrating buoyancy usually only found
in synthetic accords, as well as being
an excellent and stabilising fixative
in its own right. For outdoorsiness,
there’s really nothing like it.
Galbanum may not be easy to love,
and you rarely hear it raved about
as some other natural ingredients
are – but we urge you to seek out
some scents with varying amounts
of galbanum in and breathe in the
unique and tenacious vivacity it can
lend to a composition. Overleaf, find
just a few of our favourites…
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IT’S NOT EASY BEING GREEN

MEET ME IN THE
GREEN GLEN
Love, meet me in the green glen,
Beside the tall elm-tree,
Where the sweetbriar smells so
sweet agen;
There come with me.
Meet me in the green glen.
Meet me at the sunset
Down in the green glen,
Where we’ve often met
By hawthorn-tree and foxes’ den,
Meet me in the green glen.
Meet me in the green glen,
By sweetbriar bushes there;
Meet me by your own sen,
Where the wild thyme blossoms fair.
Meet me in the green glen.
Meet me by the sweetbriar,
By the mole-hill swelling there;
When the west glows like a fire
God’s crimson bed is there.
Meet me in the green glen.
JOHN CLARE (1793-1864)
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Balmain Vent Vert A curled-lip sneer
turns to uproarious laughter, settling
to a gentle stroke as the slap’s tingle
slowly fades.

Nishane Boszporusz A posy of white
flowers and sage leaves, tied with
salty ribbons of seaweed. Wideawake and smiling.

Chanel No.19 The sixth-sense
twinge of weather changing, an
immaculate lady’s mood swinging,
regretting nothing.

Estée Lauder Aliage Here’s absinthe
swigged from a vintage teacup, a
tweed jacket borrowed to keep the
chill off a moonlit woodland stroll.

VENT VERT –
THE FIRST
WICKED GREEN?
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“

Odin Vert Reseda Like rolling down
a clover-strewn hillside by a church
in your best white Sunday dress
while giggling.

Guy Laroche Fidji Golden memories
of a tropical love affair that ended in
tears, with bitter words soothed by
sunshine.

He had that curious
love of green, which in
individuals is always
the sign of a subtle
artistic temperament,
and in nations is said to
denote a laxity, if not a
decadence of morals.

”

OSCAR WILDE

Yves Saint Laurent Rive Gauche An
art student’s love letters to professor
contain ill-advised poems, pressed
roses – and a trace of face powder.
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Galbanum’s debut in modern
perfumery is generally held to be
in Pierre Balmain’s Vent Vert - a
groundbreaking, shockingly strident
fragrance by Germaine Cellier, first
shouldering its way into the world
in 1947 and reformulated many
times since, at least in part because
a number of the materials used
by Cellier are no longer available
to modern perfumers. The most
recent reformulation was created
by Nathalie Feisthauer in 1999,
and is generally regarded as the
best (and most faithful to the spirit)
since the original, though with some
concessions to modernity
Perhaps with changing tastes
nothing could ever be so ruthlessly,
purely green again, for Vent Vert
swept in with a massive overdose
of galbanum being used for the
first time – seemingly appearing
in a puff of green almost from
nowhere. Balmain say: ‘Vent Vert,
mythical perfume, embodies the
distinguished elegance which tricks
time and fashion. The nobility of the
galbanum, used in overdose for the
first time in history, delivers with
impertinence, all its fresh and green
density. The alliance of hesperidics
and basil mixed with the delicacy
of a floral heart strengthen this
insolent, amazing, incisive, green
breeze. The dry-drown is textured
by creamy and vibrating woods,
revealing a powerful trail printed
with authenticity and pureness.’

Vilhelm Parfumerie Morning Chess
Comforting memories, shared
laughter, polished wood and
winter air.

Cartier Must de Cartier A mink stole
on a bed of crumpled bank notes,
the cold still clinging, soon warmed
by body heat.

“

And the Lord said unto
Moses, Take unto thee
sweet spices, stacte, and
onycha, and galbanum;
these sweet spices with
pure frankincense:
of each shall there
be a like weight...

”

EXODUS 30:34

“

Vero Profumo Mito Tempestuous
Italian affair with lavish kisses, mossy
nooks, creamy flowers, secrets
spilled.

Guerlain Vol de Nuit An aviatrix
dons white ballgown and leather
flying jacket for dramatic, feel-good
entrance to the party of the year.

Parfumerie Générale Bois Blond
Sun-kissed, roll-up-smoking
Land Girl threshes wheat with
attitude.

Le Galion Cologne A meeting of
minds, a shared cigar, the heat of
the day cooled by a cocktail in a
secluded, leafy garden.

As for spices, never
would your nostrils meet
such an odour: bdellium
from Scinde, musk
from Tibet, galbanum
from Khorasan;
from Afghanistan,
asafoetida…

”

Messer Marco Polo by BRIAN OSWALD
DONN-BYRNE (1889-1928)

Maison Martin Margiela Untitled
More gin than tonic, large measures
clinked as the sun rises, ice-cubes in
an ashtray as kisses smolder.

Guerlain Aqua Allegoria LaurierRéglisse A shimmering mirage of
orange blossom, fruits dripping juice
against a backdrop of violet haze.

Pierre Balmain Ivoire Freshly
steam-pressed white linen dress,
hands in lace gloves clasped, a
wrist kissed.
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