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The publication of The Little Book of Perfumes: The Hundred Classics by Luca Turin and Tania Sanchez
represents a seminal moment in the field of olfactory criticism and fragrance documentation. As a distilled

derivative of their 2008 masterwork, Perfumes: The Guide, this volume isolates the most significant olfactory
achievements in human history, categorizing them through a lens of chemical complexity, artistic innovation, and
structural integrity. For the technical writer, fragrance professional, or enthusiast, understanding the framework
used by Turin and Sanchez is essential to grasping the evolution of modern perfumery from the late 19th century to
the contemporary niche era.

The Theoretical Framework of Olfactory Criticism

Olfactory criticism, as established by Turin and Sanchez, moves beyond the subjective experience of
"pleasantness" into a structured analysis of scent architecture. This framework is built upon three primary pillars:
aesthetic coherence, technical innovation, and olfactory persistence. To understand why a perfume is labeled
a "classic," one must evaluate its performance against these metrics.

1. Aesthetic Coherence and the 'Accord'

In technical perfumery, an accordis more than a simple mixture of ingredients; it is a synergistic chemical reaction
where the resultant scent profile is distinct from its individual components. A classic perfume, according to the Turin-
Sanchez methodology, must exhibit a seamless accord that does not "fall apart" during its evaporation cycle. This
requires a precise calibration of vapor pressures among the constituent molecules, ensuring that the transition from
top notes to base notes follows a logical, artistic trajectory.

2.Technical Innovation and Novel Molecules

The history of the 100 classics is essentially a history of organic chemistry. The transition from the 19th-century
'soliflores' to modern perfumery was driven by the isolation and synthesis of aroma chemicals. The inclusion of
coumarin in Fougere Royale (1882) or vanillin and ethyl vanillin in Guerlain’s Shalimar(1925) represent
technical shifts that redefined what was possible in scent composition. The authors evaluate these classics based
on how they leveraged these new chemical tools to create "impossible" scents—odors that do not exist in nature
but possess a terrifying or beautiful internal logic.

Taxonomy of Fragrance Families

A core component of the analysis in The Little Book of Perfumesis the classification of scents into established
families. This taxonomy allows for a comparative analysis of how different perfumes solve similar technical
problems, such as the balancing of citrus top notes with resinous bases.



Fragrance Family Technical Definition Key Representative Core Chemical

Classic Component
Chypre A contrast between citrus Mitsouko (Guerlain) Oakmoss (Evernia
(bergamot) and a mossy, prunastri), Gamma-
woody base (oakmoss, undecalactone
labdanum).
Fougere Based on the interaction of Cool Water (Davidoff) Dihydromyrcenol, Coumarin
lavender, coumarin, and
0akmoss.
Floral Oriental A hybrid of floral notes and L'Heure Bleue (Guerlain) Methyl anthranilate,
warm, spicy, or resinous Heliotropin
bases.
Leather Fragrances that simulate Cuir de Russie (Chanel) Isobutyl quinoline, Birch Tar
the scent of tanned hides
using birch tar or synthetics.
Aldehydic Floral Florals elevated by a Chanel No. 5 C10, C11, C12 Aldehydes
significant percentage of
fatty aldehydes.

Technical Analysis of Olfactory Performance Metrics

Beyond the artistic merit, The Little Book of Perfumesimplicitly relies on several quantitative and qualitative
performance metrics. In a professional laboratory setting, these would be measured via gas chromatography-mass
spectrometry (GC-MS), but in the context of the book, they are evaluated through expert human olfaction.

Volatility and the Evaporation Profile

The performance of a fragrance is governed by the Volatility Indexof its components. A classic perfume must
maintain its identity through three distinct phases:

* Top Notes (High Volatility): Molecules such as Limonene or Linalool that provide the initial impact but
evaporate within 15-30 minutes.

e Heart Notes (Medium Volatility): Molecules like Geraniol or Phenethyl alcohol that form the core identity,
lasting 2—4 hours.

¢ Base Notes (Low Volatility): Heavy molecules such as Vanillin, Musk Ketones, or Ambroxan that can persist
for 24 hours or more.

The "Hundred Classics" are selected because they demonstrate Radiance (the ability to project) and Tenacity(the

ability to last) without resorting to the "loud,” unbalanced synthetics common in lower-quality mass-market scents.

The Impact of IFRA Regulations on the 100 Classics

A significant technical challenge discussed by Turin and Sanchez involves the reformulation of classic perfumes
due to the International Fragrance Association (IFRA)standards. Many of the 100 classics originally relied on
substances that are now restricted or banned due to potential allergenicity or environmental impact.

Case Study: The Oakmoss Restriction

Oakmoss (Evernia prunastri) is the soul of the Chypre family. It provides an earthy, bitter, and incredibly tenacious



base. However, the presence of atranol and chloroatranol in natural oakmoss led to IFRA restrictions. Perfumers at
houses like Guerlain and Chanel had to engage in significant re-engineering of their flagship scents. This involved:

1. Molecular Fractionation: Removing the problematic molecules from the natural extract while attempting to
keep the scent profile intact.

2. Synthetic Substitution: Using molecules like Eversenyl to mimic the mossy effect.

3. Accord Re-balancing: Adjusting the surrounding notes (patchouli, vetiver) to compensate for the lost depth of
the original moss.

Comparative Analysis: Niche vs. Designer Classics

The book highlights a shift in the late 20th century from major designer houses (Chanel, Dior, Guerlain) to niche
perfumery (Serge Lutens, Frédéric Malle). This shift reflects a change in the financial and technical modelsof
perfume production.



Metric Designer Classics (1920-1980) Niche Classics (1990—Present)

Marketing Strategy Broad appeal, tied to fashion couture. Targeted, "connoisseur" audience.
Ingredient Budget Often constrained by high advertising Higher percentage of budget
costs. allocated to raw materials.
Composition Style Focus on the "Grand Focus on "Minimalism" or
Accord" (seamless blend). "Photorealism."
Risk Profile Conservative; designed for multi- Experimental; often challenging or
generational use. polarizing.

Procedural Guide: How to Evaluate a Classic Fragrance

For those seeking to apply the technical rigor of The Little Book of Perfumesto their own evaluations, the following
step-by-step procedure is recommended:

Step 1. Controlled Application
Apply the fragrance to a neutral substrate(scent strip/mouillette) and skin. This allows for the observation of the
fragrance's "true" form versus its interaction with human chemistry.

Step 2: Initial Impact Analysis (0-5 Minutes)
Identify the top notes. Is the opening "functional” (smelling of alcohol or harsh solvents) or "artistic"*? Look for the
presence of aldehydes or citrus bursts. Note the diffusion—how far does the scent travel from the strip?

Step 3: Evolution Monitoring (1-4 Hours)
Observe the transition to the heart. Does the fragrance maintain its structure, or does it become a "muddle"? In
classics like Joy by Jean Patou, this phase reveals the high-quality jasmine and rose absolutes.

Step 4: Dry-down Assessment (8—24 Hours)

Evaluate the base. A classic should leave a distinct and pleasant sillage(the trail left by a perfume). Check for the
presence of high-quality fixatives such as sandalwood, vetiver, or synthetic musks that do not smell metallic or thin.

Troubleshooting Common Olfactory Failures

Not all perfumes achieve the status of a "classic." In their reviews, Turin and Sanchez often identify technical
failures that prevent a scent from reaching greatness.

« Structural Collapse: When the top notes evaporate, leaving a void before the base notes are fully perceptible.
This is often caused by a lack of middle-note bridging.

 Olfactory Fatigue (Anosmia): Some modern musks are so large molecularly that they block human receptors
quickly. A poorly designed perfume can cause the wearer to go "scent blind" within minutes.

¢ Chemical Harshness: The over-reliance on cheap woody-amber synthetics (like Ambermax or Norlimbanol)
can create a physical "scratching" sensation in the nose, ruining the aesthetic experience.

The Mathematical and Scientific Foundations of Scent

While perfumery is an art, it is governed by the laws of physics. The partition coefficient (the ratio of a chemical's
concentration in two phases) determines how a scent moves from the skin into the air. Luca Turin's own



controversial "Vibration Theory of Olfaction" suggests that our noses detect the vibrational frequencies of

molecules rather than their shapes, similar to how we perceive color or sound. While this theory is still debated in
the scientific community, it informs the analytical depth found in The Little Book of Perfumes, suggesting that scent
is a precise, measurable phenomenon.

The Role of Synergy in Formula Density

A technical concept often praised in the book is density. A dense perfume, like Boucheron, contains a high number
of ingredients that are so tightly woven that they create a new, singular smell. Mathematically, this can be viewed as
an optimization problem: maximizing complexity while minimizing noise.

The Synthesis of Art and Science

The enduring value of The Little Book of Perfumes: The Hundred Classicslies in its ability to bridge the gap
between organic chemistry and aesthetic criticism. By providing a technical vocabulary for the ephemeral
experience of scent, Turin and Sanchez allow us to treat perfumery with the same intellectual rigor as music,
painting, or literature. The "Hundred Classics" are not merely pleasant smells; they are complex chemical puzzles
that have been solved with elegance and genius.

As the fragrance industry continues to evolve under the pressures of sustainability and regulation, the technical
blueprints provided by these 100 classics remain the gold standard. They serve as a reminder that at the
intersection of a GC-MS printout and a poet's description lies the truth of a great perfume: a masterpiece of
molecular engineering that speaks to the human soul. Understanding these classics is not just a matter of history; it
is a prerequisite for any future innovation in the art of the invisible.
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