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Abstract
Throughout the last hundred years, the sense of smell has come to be regarded as a dismissed human sense, relegated to a place of importance far behind vision and hearing. In contrast, spending habits of American consumers purchasing perfumes and scented body products in 2006 seem to affirm olfaction’s cultural importance and desirability, helping to create a $6 billion retail fragrance industry. The prevalence of published materials describing, advertising, criticizing, and/or discussing the olfactory realm - specifically concerning perfume and as most recently evidenced by the rise in internet publications - emphasizes aroma’s popularity and is aiding in an exploration of the language with which we translate olfactory experience. In this paper I’ll attempt to address the possibilities for a universal olfactive literacy through an examination of the vocabulary, composition, and rhetoric currently being used to communicate about olfaction. 

The Scented Word: Language and olfactory literacy in the 21st century 

Throughout the last hundred years, the sense of smell has come to be regarded as a dismissed human sense, relegated to a place of importance far behind vision and hearing (Aftel, 2001; Almagor, 1990; Bogert, 1934; Classen, 1992; Classen et al, 1994; Drobnick, 2006a; Rasmussen, 1999; Turin, 2006a). In contrast, spending habits of American consumers purchasing perfumes and scented body products in 2006 seem to affirm olfaction’s cultural importance and desirability, helping to create a $6 billion retail fragrance industry (Harper, 2006). The prevalence of published materials describing, advertising, criticizing, and/or discussing the olfactory realm - specifically concerning perfume and as most recently evidenced by internet publications - emphasizes aroma’s popularity and is aiding in an exploration of the language with which we translate olfactory experience and the methods of composition used to communicate about fragrance (Drobnick, 2006b). 
With the assertion by 2004 Nobel Prize winning neuroscientists Axel and Buck that although the human ability for cognitive processing of aroma is largely similar across individuals (HHMI, 2005), actual aromas are difficult to clearly describe and little consensus exists as to the exactitude of linguistic interpretations (Benarie, 1974; Burr, 2002; Gell, 2006; Milotic, 2003). In addition, while the vast majority of literary references pertaining to olfaction occur in poetry and prose, classic literature, and medical and religious texts, the internet has given rise to a new wave of olfactory literature and with it a new rhetoric for olfaction. As such, the question then arises: Can a global readership really ever comprehend the language and rhetoric of the current writing about olfaction?; What exactly is the vocabulary being used, what are the implications for universal understanding, and in what form is composition about aroma currently taking shape?; What exactly is olfactory literacy?

By surveying recent writing and research about olfaction, specifically perfume (and for comparison, by briefly paying respect to the mellifluous pleasures of cheese and wine), I’ll explore the challenge of creating a universally understood redolent vocabulary and rhetoric in the early 21st century. In doing so, I’ll attempt to paint a scented landscape of how the English word is currently being used to translate olfactory experience.
Are Freesias Fragrant?

“Are Freesias fragrant? Some say ‘yes’, many say ‘no’…What was described by one as a delicious perfume might be characterized by the next as an intolerable stench.”

The above quote from Blakeslee’s 1935 (p. 72) study of differences in how people register smell reveals the oft-maligned sense of olfaction to be a fickle phenomenon. Using a flower exhibit as an experimental setting, Blakeslee polled 8,400 participants as to their impressions regarding an aroma’s pleasantness and strength. His results, summarized above, underscore the fact that when it comes to human interpretation of aroma, subjectivity and individual perception overrule consensus and classification: 
The exhibit had much in the way of interest to a student of human reactions in ways that could not be recorded on the [voting] machine. Some of the material related to differences in the sense of smell, but much involved differences in general behavior or attitudes of mind. (p. 73)

This commentary on the question of olfactive abilities vs. the mind is rich with possibility and the starting point for our exploration: Is it possible to create a valid classification system for olfaction that offers meaningful descriptions to a universal readership? I’d like to begin by re-imagining Blakeslee’s above phrasing as follows, “…differences in the sense of smell,” with regards to physiological perception, “but much involved differences in contexts of situation or interpretation.” Here, for purposes of metaphor, I’ve taken major liberties and changed behavior into context of situation  in order to give the behavior of olfaction a stage and setting, and likewise mind into interpretation to better describe what the mind does when experiencing aroma. With regard to this duality – situation and interpretation - I’d like to also introduce a claim by Milotic (2003, p. 181) that "there is no universal language for fragrance" and "no agreed common vocabulary in this area." This is a problematic conclusion considering the myriad linguistic classifications commonly used with aroma in a variety of settings and will serve as a main point of argument for the remainder of this paper. If there is no universal language, what are the ramifications then for olfactory literacy?
It has already been noted that humans register aroma in physiologically similar ways and to that end, I will leave the neuroscience of olfactory interpretation to the experts. Instead, I want to focus on what Madenfort, a professor of art, referred to as “aesthetic interpretation” focused on the symbol’s “sensuousness” (1972, p. 10) or what Smets, a professor of design, describes as translation of olfactive experience via “individual perception” to arrive at meaning (1989, p. 88). While semiotician Danesi (1999) suggests that linguistically universal categorizations of terms exist for many phenomena in codes, color for example, anthropologists Almagor (1990) and Gell (2006) remind us of the phenomenological nature of olfaction and the complexity of its human interpretations. As American rhetorician Burke suggests, “the ‘same’ act can be defined ‘differently,’ depending upon the ‘circumference’ of the scene or overall situation in terms of which we choose to locate it” (1966, p. 360, emphasis in original). It is here, with an eye towards examining situations and terms of olfaction, a desire to more deeply explore Milotic’s assertion about the lack of language, and interest in the various ways we experience and interpret aroma that we begin. In order to answer Blakeslee’s question, “Are freesias fragrant?” we must first examine our definitions of the term “fragrant” and the literacy required to communicate about olfaction.
Don’t Spray It, Say It?
Neuroscience has recently established that much of what constitutes taste is actually smell (Small & Prescott, 2005) such that because of the close relationship between gustation and olfaction, these two senses often share a similar vocabulary. Let’s take a look for a moment at the worlds of cheese (gustation) and perfume (olfaction), arguably experiencing similar expansions of language and linguistic interpretation. For example, Wisconsin Dairy has recently posted a “definitions and terms” page on their website, WisconsinDairyArtisan.com, while fragrance reference sites such as Osmoz.com - sponsored by Firmenich, one of the world’s largest fragrance companies - offer a complete encyclopedia to understanding fragrance terms. Consider these additional examples, the first a 2005 article from USA Today:

Connoisseurs of cheese say they don't need a vast vocabulary to describe the plastic-wrapped contents of the typical supermarket cheese aisle. But epicurean enthusiasts get a bit more creative when trying to evoke the essence of certain French cheeses: "piercing." "eye-watering," even "room-clearing." Yet experts say these terms, although colorful, lack scientific precision. That's why a team of food researchers at the Sensory Analysis Center at Kansas State University has created a brief dictionary of French cheese descriptions. To produce the flavor guide, published online in January in the journal Food Quality and Preference, an expert panel came up with 31 descriptions to convey the smell, taste and feel of 43 cheeses. Tasters then rated the intensity of each description on a 15-point scale.

(Szabo, Section: Life, 06d)
Szabo’s article reflects that although there are difficulties inherent in ascribing language to sensory experience, attempts are made. The recognition of the identities “epicure” and “connoisseur” also reflect that language usage and understanding regarding a specific aesthetic may be indicative of the degree of interest or knowledge the language user has with the object in question; the literacy required to participate in a community of practice (Swales, 1990). 

The second example is an unpublished paragraph from Chandler Burr’s (the recently appointed New York Times’ perfume critic) Emperor Of Scent, a non-fiction account of the development of scientist Luca Turin’s theory of human olfaction. Here, Turin and perfumer John Stephen discuss the subjective nature of linguistic interpretation and the problem of terms:
In fact, the perfumer John Stephen readily agreed with Turin that the Carbon and the Sila smelled very different, the sila being vastly nastier and greener. But simply the ways Turin and Stephen had described the molecule's odors plunged him (when he put them side by side) once again frustratedly into this problem of how to talk about smell. "We run into this problem of the non-standardization of smells," he sighed. "Look at the two of us. I describe the Carbon as 'eucalyptus, tiger balsam, camphoraceous, rich and pleasant.' But John describes the same molecule as 'solvent-like, ethereal, with a sweet fruity powdery backnote, almost marshmallow.' And our descriptions are manifestly different but they are not materially different, and when I smell what he smells, I know we're smelling the same thing because I'm saying Paris is 300 miles south-east of London, and he's saying Paris is 200 miles north-west of Lyon. Still." He ended, tightly, "It's going to be difficult to do data mining, molecule-odorant matching, simply because the language will be so different.” (n.d., Retrieved from ttp://www.chandlerburr.com
/newsite/content/emperorofscent/unpublished/5.php)

Although Stephen and Turin share a common purpose, identity (expert), as well as an understanding of each other’s terms (placing them into a shared community of practice), from this example we can see the difficulty inherent in olfactory interpretation. These two examples beg the question, “How can one group be confident in their creation of a language to convey smell (and associative taste for that matter) while another firmly understands the problems inherent in such a task? How do we know that what we describe will be universally understood outside, or even among our communities of practice? When it comes to olfaction, are we all illiterate?” Retreating to Burke, and his discussion of terms and context/situation, I might argue that the example of the cheese descriptions are terms functioning as advertising or education - their purpose may be to intrigue equally as much as to educate - while Turin’s example as written by Burr serves as anecdotal evidence as to the challenges involved in such interpretation. In Burkean terms, though both players - the cheese folks and the perfume folks - are performing, the settings and purpose of the performances, the situations within which language is used, are clearly different and thus both affect and are affected by language choice, a point that I’ll return to later in this paper when we examine current olfactive rhetoric.

As a final example addressing the literacy of olfaction, a 2005 article from the popular American men’s magazine, Esquire, offers the magazine’s presumably uninformed audience a guide to fragrance: “Scent can become your signature, a way for you to be recognized immediately, even by the blind. And when you discover one that truly suits you, you enjoy it yourself, like aromatherapy…Of course, finding this right cologne means navigating all the language of the fragrance counter and the sheer volume of choices” (Allen, p. 72). This one excerpt very keenly summarizes not only the metaphorical value and communicative properties of wearing scent, but also the following challenges to the consumer: To navigate the arena of aroma, one is aided by the ability to use and understand its language. Beyond the simple pleasure of spraying an aroma into the air or onto one’s skin lies the ostensibly more complex task of being able to describe the olfactory experience (for the writer/speaker), and/or to understand the linguistic and semiotic descriptions (for the reader/listener). It would be impossible (both in terms of time and logistics) to experience every fragrance one has interest in simply by smelling them, and so the marketing of fragrance is largely left to the words, saying it rather than spraying it (Harrison, 1985; Keyser, 1983; Minton, 1946). It would seem that a lack of vocabulary is not necessarily the problem, but a lack of a common, universally understood vocabulary is quite a challenge.
In the next section, I’ll introduce olfactive descriptive and classification terms so that we can examine redolent language. I’ll then continue with a discussion of how the vocabulary is being used in current rhetoric and composition pertaining to olfaction so that we may better consider just what is being communicated, and how this communication may or may not be understood.
The Vocabulary of Olfaction
Before examining terminology, I’d like to introduce an excerpt from anthropologist Alfred Gell’s Magic, Perfume, Dream…which further discusses the concept of language in situation:
What the characteristic atmosphere of expensive perfume enveloping a woman can do is give us access to an ideal which is perhaps only lamely expressed except by that precise olfactory sensation. Perfume is symbolic, not linguistic, because it does what language could not do – express an ideal, an archetypal wholeness, which surpasses language while language remains subservient to the more or less worldly business of communicating (I agree that language can be used symbolically as well as communicatively: poets and magicians do this). Perfume has to do with the transcendent, the transcendence which, while always accessible, can thematize the experienced world. I said earlier that a smell is always incomplete by itself, that it acquires a meaning not by contrast with other smells, but by association with a context within which it is typical. Where perfume is concerned this completion is contextual also: the perfume is not completed by the idea “roses, patchouli, musk, alcohol…”…but by the idea of the actual perfume situation. The constituents of perfume as substance are not the constituents of perfume as experience: just as an odor permeates a place, an occasion, a situation, so the context comes to permeate the odor-sign and becomes inseparably part of it. (2006, p. 405, emphasis in original)
Gell’s assertion that the completion of a perfume requires a context or situation should serve to underscore our survey of olfactory vocabulary and to reiterate Burke’s dramatistic idea of the “scene” or “situation” influencing its terms, an idea reinforced by a number of other researchers (Benarie, 1974; Harrison, 1985; Milotic, 2003; Rasmussen, 1999). Gell’s belief that perfume, and here I’ll venture to generalize by replacing perfume with “aroma”, is not linguistic, but symbolic also emphasizes the difficulty of creating and using a vocabulary for which to describe it. Just as olfaction is both a physiological process and subjective interpretive experience, so too is its language subject to interpretation, piling semiotic code upon code. Next, we’ll explore the vocabulary of perfume and how it contributes to the creation of an olfactive situation.
The Genealogy and Classifications of Perfumery

Returning to Milotic, a marketing analyst for Colgate Palmolive Australia (CPA), classification can create order: Perfumery has attempted to create classifications for olfaction much like our earlier example of French cheeses, but unlike the fourfold aesthetics of cheese – scent, taste, color, texture – perfume, the aroma itself, merely embodies one – scent. Additionally, there are other reasons why the creation and acceptance of a vocabulary for perfumery has been such a dubious task. Milotic, working with CPA as well as Unilever to understand fragrance consumer behavior and needs, writes: 
Communication [about fragrance] can be difficult because an individuals’ perception of fragrance differs from the words they may choose to describe it. Furthermore there is a tendency to name odours on the basis of objects found in the real world. Fragrances cannot be discussed easily as there is no universal language for fragrances. Despite recent efforts at bringing odours into school curriculums, children have not learned different odours as they have colours, shapes or sounds. As a result there is no agreed common vocabulary in this area (Dehn, 1991)….Due to the competitive nature of the industry there is also reluctance on the part of ‘fragrance houses’, that develop new fragrances, to share information openly. The fact that fragrances are often complex combinations of odours that are entirely manmade cloud the situation further. (2003, p. 181)

Milotic continues to address the recent attempts at fragrance classification within the last 30 years, citing how perfumeries and related interested parties have similar though not unanimously agreed on terms for perfume: “In examining various applied systems for odour description there are many common terms to be found. Taken together these coincidences suggest that there is an opportunity for a universal system for odour classification” (p. 182). Classification may include the use of one fragrance to reference another; categorization into families, often called ‘fragrance genealogy’; grouping by odour characteristics, etc. For our purposes, we’ll use fragrance genealogy as examples of both inconsistencies in linguistic/semiotic classification and how perfumes are ascribed their own situations. 
Milotic (pp. 182 – 183) lists the following ten fragrance families as the most common terms used in odour description. These terms are based upon both the individual aromas that are combined to create a perfume and its overall impression. Milotic also notes that these types of classifications, for the reasons noted in the quote above, “are not generally well recognized by the consumer” (Figure 1). This leads to the question, “For whom are the classifications for?”
Figure 1. Common terms used in odor descriptions as noted in Milotic, 2003.
	Floral
	Herbal
	Fruity
	Sweet
	Green
	Woody
	Spicy
	Animal
	Citrus
	Other


Illustrating Milotic’s thesis that although there may be shared terms, consensus is rarely achieved, famed perfumer and writer Mandy Aftel (2001, pp. 142-143) lists 16 groups in her seminal work Essence and Alchemy, adding to the above list (Figure 2): 
Figure 2. Additional terms used in odor descriptions as noted in Aftel, 2001.

	Orange
	Lemon
	Anise
	Mint
	Rose
	Foresty
	Earthy
	Edible
	Balsamic
	Resinous


By contrast, fragrance reference writer and reviewer for the International Fragrance Foundation, Michael Edwards (n.d., retrieved from http://www.fragrancedirectory.info/usadirectory/main/ModuleContacts.asp ) offers these additions (Figure 3): 
Figure 3. Additional terms used in odor descriptions as noted in Edwards, n.d..

	Aromatic 

Fougere
	Floral

Oriental
	Oriental
	Mossy

Woods
	Soft

Floral
	Soft

Oriental
	Watery
	Woody

Oriental


As Milotic noted, and as illustrated by these three examples, the opportunities for universal classification are present, but consensus is absent. Furthermore, when considering the inconsistencies and the lack of an obvious denotation among the terms – what exactly is the definition of Oriental? – the ability for universal understanding becomes muddied. 
Descriptive Terms
Next we’ll examine both the naming of fragrances and the aromas ascribed to the compositions as given by their creators, also known as olfactory pyramids.

The 10,000 Dollar Pyramid

Aside from the terms used in classifications of fragrances, perfumes are further given a situation by their marketers when an olfactory pyramid is composed and related to the public. For example, the pyramid for 1997’s Lolita Lempicka perfume includes the following notes (individual aromas employed in the composition that when combined create the overall effect): “Ivy, anise seed, violet, amarise, licorice, amarena, vetiver, tonka, vanilla, and musk” (Basenotes.net, n.d., a). For those who understand these words to be representative of specific aromas, the olfactory pyramid may be an effective way to offer information about the perfume. I’ll admit, however that I’ve never heard of amarise or amarena and have no cognitive or emotional interpretation of these terms. For me, these terms are empty spaces with no color, memory, or aroma associations.
Let’s examine another olfactory pyramid, Clavin Klein’s Euphoria for Women from 2005: “Pomegranate, persimmon, ‘lush green accord’, lotus flower, champaca flower, black orchid, liquid amber, black violet, cream accord, and mahogany wood” (Basenotes.net, n.d., b). This time, added to the list of leaves, flowers, etc are the unique descriptive names of “lush green accord”, “liquid amber”, and colorized scents such as “black orchid” and “black violet”. How does a black variety of a violet smell differently from a purple variety? Is amber any more aromatic if the essence represents a liquid form? Nelson and Hitchin (1999) discuss the phenomenon of synesthetics, or cross-sensory associations/descriptions/metaphors, as in fact decreasing the persuasive impact of descriptive language. Apparently, perfume companies and their marketing departments either haven’t read Nelson and Hitchin, or they know something we don’t. Or perhaps Gell has provided perfumery with a powerful piece of advice in his discussion of aroma and situation.
What’s in a name?
In their reports on the naming of fragrances, Minton (1946) and Harrison (1985) discuss the effect that names have on fragrance consumers:
While it remains a question whether male and female consumers consciously choose fragrances based on the connotations of the fragrances’ names, several points seem clear. Advertisers choose product names within fairly predictable connotative boundaries, because they feel these images represent fantasies for men and women. (Harrison, p. 40)

Perhaps the uses of colors and states as noted above create the connotative boundaries within which the perfume situation is created. But just as the descriptive linguistic interpretation of aroma is a highly subjective phenomenon, so too is the ascription of a name with all of its cultural connotations (Danesi, 1999). For example, consider 2004’s Full Choke, a men’s fragrance by Italian design house Francesco Smalto. Using foreign words to add an allure of intrigue is not an uncommon marketing tool (Keyser, 1983), and in this case English words are used to give a specific situation to an odor created and sold to a largely Italian market. I certainly didn’t understand the connotations of this scent, having never had exposure to language about the barrels of a shotgun as the term choke suggests (Simpson, 2004), but I definitely found the name intriguing, just as a lush green accord or a black orchid is equally intriguing to me as a consumer interested in scent. However, intrigue doesn’t equal understanding. Minton writes:
If a name may take several referential directions, the perfume context suffices to emphasize the one with the most sales appeal. Thus, Sirocco (3) presents its facet ‘heat’ rather than ‘dustiness and oppressiveness.” Brise d’Orient is sure to become more oriental (pictures of exotic luxury and harems) than breezy. But the choice of Mistral may not signify anything more than ignorance. (p. 167, emphasis in original)

Is Minton suggesting that consumers bring their own ideas about these names/terms to their understanding of the actual aroma? If so, it would then seem that consumers are left to construct their own imaginative situations using linguistic associations as their guides.

With classification terms, descriptions of ingredients, and perfume names all being highly open to interpretation - a variety of which could ostensibly denote the same phenomenon - and perhaps equally open to interpretation as an aroma itself, the average consumer (not part of a specific community of practice who are able to see beyond both the marketing rhetoric inherent in the terms) is left to little more than a shot in the dark in trying to figure out if a freesia really is fragrant. It would seem from the discussions of vocabulary that indeed little consensus exists; olfactive literacy may be a far trickier challenge due to the highly personal nature of both aroma and the language with which we use to communicate about it. In the next section, I’ll explore how olfaction and its vocabulary are currently being situated within popular composition, specifically on the internet, and how this rhetoric is serving olfactive literacy.
Vocabulary in Action: 
The Composition and Rhetoric of Olfaction in the 21st Century

From Plato’s Republic to Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mal, aroma has been an inspiration to writers in both creative and philosophic discourse, and one that has been highly open to individual interpretation (Aftel, 2001; Banes, 2001; Classen, 1992; Delahoyde, 2004; Drobnick, 2006a). As access to the internet increases, communities of practice rapidly develop and expand (Stevens, 2004; Warschauer, in press; Zeller, 2006) and so the tradition of composition inspired by aroma continues and finds new genres within which to take shape (The Fragrance Foundation, 2006). Returning to our discussion of Luca Turin, the European scientist who garnered an international reputation for his olfactory interpretations, we’ll now examine how language is applied in composition, and the rhetoric used to communicate ideas about olfaction. 
Turin, a scientist interested in the human physiology of smell, achieved notoriety with his 2004 blog Perfume Notes, offering a personal audience with the international fragrance community. His reviews were somewhat of a rhetorical revolution in perfumery, a type of writing about fragrance that had rarely been seen in the field (where most information about fragrance is merely florid copy written by the fragrance companies themselves, how-to guides, or historical documentation of the craft) (The Fragrance Foundation, 2006). Though Turin’s presence as English language translator of aroma combined with his insider status as scientist and olfactory researcher quickly opened the doors for the international fragrance community to follow suit, it was the introduction of the blog (as genre and stage) that offered a platform for other writers to also do so. Moreover, it was with his blog and the ability to interact with readers that Turin firmly established himself as an authority, one whose identity has taken shape as informed critic. One of Turin’s readers notes his influence on her initiation into both starting her own blog and becoming a reader of other fragrance blogs: “It all started with Luca Turin's Perfume Notes, my first blog sighting, or at least the first one that really interested me. This led me to more Perfume Blogs I liked, and I got up the nerve to start commenting and interacting a bit” (Holden, 2005). Though popular writing about scent did not begin with the advent of blogging - the reference and market sites MakeupAlley.com and Basenotes.net have hosted public forums and reader-reviews since 2001 and 2000, respectively; Jan Moran and Michael Edwards have both been publishing perfume review anthologies and establishing their authority since 1994 and 1998 respectively – this form of composition has allowed a widening of the olfactive community of practice and contributed to the advancement of olfactive literacy. 
To continue, we’ll examine three examples of perfume reviews, one by Turin and two from popular blogging sites, before attempting to conclude with a summary about olfactive literacy and suggestions for future research.
Perfume Notes: Luca Turin

Though Turin did not start his career on the internet, he certainly expanded his audience upon posting his olfactive impressions to his blog, Perfume Notes. Whereas we earlier discussed attempts at creating situation via classification, the question of naming, and the ascription of notes, Turin offers us his expert’s use of such terms via brief rhetorical summaries. Despite the use of highly subjective language, Turin’s true feelings about the perfumes he writes about are clear. His rhetoric is criticism; his genre is review. 
Chanel No. 5 (Chanel)

It is good, at regular intervals, to refresh one’s memory of what unalloyed luxury is about. Chanel’s manic attention to detail and quality, combined with one of the great structural inventions of perfume history, deserves to stand under a glass jar next to the reference meter and kilogram at the Pavillion des Poids et Mesures. Rumor has it that Chanel No. 5 does poorly in blind panel tests against contemporary fragrances, and it is easy to see why. Those who have been brought up on stunted, suburban fragrances must find it hard to accept the existence of such a regally beautiful thing. The top notes surprise every time: a radiant chorus of ylang and rose floating like gold leaf on the chalk-white background of aldehydes. Curiously this most modern of perfumes evokes an image of great antiquity, perhaps a Scythian jewel on a white dress. The drydown fades the way white flowers do, slowly becoming soft and flesh-colored. To get an idea of No. 5’s quality, smell it on a paper strip after twenty-four hours. Now try this with whatever else you’re wearing now. See? (The Smell Culture Reader, p. 218)
Within this example, Turin creates a situation in which the reader can imagine Chanel No. 5. His writing offers no subtlety of opinion - Chanel was a perfectionist and No. 5 is surprising perfection. Let’s re-visit Gell’s earlier assertion before continuing: 

Where perfume is concerned this completion is contextual also: the perfume is not completed by the idea “roses, patchouli, musk, alcohol…”…but by the idea of the actual perfume situation. The constituents of perfume as substance are not the constituents of perfume as experience: just as an odor permeates a place, an occasion, a situation, so the context comes to permeate the odor-sign and becomes inseparably part of it. (2006, p. 405, emphasis in original)

With phrases such as “unalloyed luxury”, “a radiant chorus of ylang and rose”, and “evokes an image of great antiquity, perhaps a Scythian jewel”, Turin creates a linguistic situation for the reader. I’m not entirely sure what unalloyed luxury smells like, but to my Western mind, I imagine that it’s a good thing; and while a radiant chorus of ylang and rose certainly seems beautiful, I still, after nearly 20 years as a self-professed perfume connoisseur, have never actually smelled a ylang blossom. Even more difficult for my imagination is the reference to a Scythian jewel. In short, none of these descriptions really reveal to me just what this scent smells like as clearly as one might decribe say, the colors of a sunset. “Chalk-white background” denotes powdery and dusty, conjuring images of grade school blackboards with yellowed, dirty erasers – not such a good thing. “The drydown fades the way white flowers do” is even more difficult because I’m not sure I’ve ever noticed the fading of petals from white to flesh-colored; just as Lolita Lempicka’s amarise has no meaning to me, neither does this comparison. So here is an example of a widely regarded expert writing not to sell the fragrance (as no doubt Calvin Klein wants to sell Euphoria with it’s intriguing notes of liquid amber and black orchid), nor to intentionally classify it (there is no mention of genealogy), but to write a review and criticize the perfume’s composition, aroma, and effect on the wearer. If not a part of Turin’s community of practice, references to aldehydes, drydown, suburban fragrances, or even structural inventions have little meaning. However, as a result of the review, the reader may be sufficiently intrigued by the positive connotations within the review to seek out the fragrance for sampling. My concern is related to the question that gave rise to this paper, “What exactly is olfactory literacy?” When it comes to understanding and communicating about fragrance, our uneducated and inexperienced senses of olfaction fail us and so we are left to the language of situation, the language of metaphor, the language of intrigue. 
Bois de Jasmin: Setting the Stage

Victoria Frolova, chemist, dancer, and writer, has been offering readers a glimpse into her interpretation of aroma since 2004 with her highly regarded blog, Bois de Jasmin. Like Turin, Frolova writes fragrance reviews with the eye (perhaps nose would be a better choice?) of an informed critic, and perhaps even more interesting is the fact that like Turin, she does so in her second language (an issue deserving of further research). But what sets Frolova apart - and I can only wonder to what extent her rhetoric is representative of her native linguistic culture – is her ability to craft complex metaphors for the aroma she describes.


Vent Vert

There are days in the winter when one can smell spring. It comes surreptitiously, even if the ground is still covered with snow and the sun is concealed by thick white clouds. Yet, the fragrance of spring is unmistakable—fresh, wet, and earthy, bearing that violet intensity that marks the desire of living beings to cast off winter’s slumber. Remarkably, this dissonance of spring is captured by perfumer Germaine Cellier in Vent Vert, the perfume created for Pierre Balmain in 1947. As the composition segues into its base in a classical sequential manner, the darkness of mosses and woods vies for center stage with the brilliant green notes. The interplay of contrasts and harmonies in the composition is simply breathtaking. Vent Vert is a ruffian dressed in transparent chiffon. One cannot help being mesmerized by her. (Bois de Jasmin, 2007)


Frolova’s comparison of the fragrance to spring is certainly exciting and equally intriguing is how such a situation is metaphorically ascribed to an aroma (see Appendix 1 to read the full review). Once again, the language here is hard to navigate without a specific knowledge of the terms;

Turin’s approach is mirrored here in phrases such as “a ruffian dressed in transparent chiffon” and “in a classical sequential manner”. But is Frolova’s review fraught with language that would be universally understood? Is there evidence, to argue with Milotic, of a common vocabulary? Before drawing conclusions, let’s look at one further example of current olfactive rhetoric.
Perfume Critic: Writing for a different audience?

In 2006, I started my own fragrance blog, at first unsure of who my audience was and completely unaware of the field of rhetoric. Having written for other fragrance blogs I was aware, however, that genre and audience are important considerations when composing to make a point. A common concern I encountered within the international community of practice composed of consumers, aficionados, perfumers, connoisseurs, laypeople, and avid blog readers all intrigued with olfaction was that fragrance reviews seemed to be generally difficult to comprehend. Does this complaint give credence to Milotic’s assertion? The classifications, names, and pyramids were helpful, but ultimately somewhat ambiguous. In an attempt to address this, I attempted to craft a review format combining both metaphorical comparisons and actual experiences with the standard marketing information to create a more holistic approach (and accessible) to critical review. Appendix 2 provides an example of one such review. The verdict is out as to whether or not I’ve been successful and I would conclude that all three of the examples provided within this paper are serving the development of olfactive literacy by reinforcing the language most commonly used, suggesting complex definitions of terms, establishing metaphors, explaining classifications, etc.; perhaps the literacy of olfaction is only in its infancy.
Conclusion: Back to the Freesias
I’d like to conclude my exploration of olfactive literacy with Lehrer’s conclusion from her research into wine and language:

My study of wine words has shown that people do not apply words to things in the same way. Is the domain of wine-discussion an unusual one, or is it fairly typical of speakers’ application of words? If the latter is the case, then speakers probably do not communicate with each other nearly as well as they think they do, since they usually have no way of knowing that others apply words differently. But perhaps they communicate well enough for their purposes, even without knowing. (1975, p. 922)
Lehrer’s conclusion, drawn about both olfaction and gustation almost 35 years ago could easily apply to the current discussion of olfaction and literacy. It would be interesting to repeat Lehrer’s research with olfaction in an attempt to explore the actual language most commonly used to communicate about aroma. Moreover, as many of the currently visible writers on the internet and in publication have diverse linguistic backrounds, it would also be worthwhile exploring how these rhetorical and linguistic heritages influence the literacy of olfaction. Due to the variety of critical approaches to fragrance review, having a culturally and linguistically diverse group of writers use the same format and approach to review could yield interesting data further exploring Milotic’s claim that although opportunities for universal language exists, consensus has yet to be reached. If no universal vocabulary can be identified, perhaps we could conclude that the literacy of olfaction requires an ongoing negotiation between the nose and the word, the smeller and the speaker, the writer and the reader, reality and metaphor? Perhaps the question “Are freesias fragrant” could be better re-phrased for the 21st century in attempt to examine situation as “What words would you use to describe the fragrance of freesias?”
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Appendix 1. Review from BoisdeJasmin.com, 2007, Vent Vert.

There are days in the winter when one can smell spring. It comes surreptitiously, even if the ground is still covered with snow and the sun is concealed by thick white clouds. Yet, the fragrance of spring is unmistakable—fresh, wet, and earthy, bearing that violet intensity that marks the desire of living beings to cast off winter’s slumber. Remarkably, this dissonance of spring is captured by perfumer Germaine Cellier in Vent Vert, the perfume created for Pierre Balmain in 1947. …

There is a striking beauty inherent in all of Cellier’s creations, where this ravishing effect is juxtaposed with challenging and aggressive notes. Would Fracas be the same without the poisonous intensity of its tuberose notes wrapped into the softness of peaches and sandalwood? Would Bandit simultaneously devastate and seduce were it not for its harsh leather notes foiled in floral notes? Needless to say, these are simply rhetorical questions. 

Cellier’s touch is obvious in Vent Vert. Inhale it as the liquid melds into your skin. The first impression is of delicate unfurling leaves, and then one is both shocked and enthralled by the peppery verdancy of galbanum. Its presence is like a gust of wind. The floral notes temper its ruthless character, yet the disconcerting and unsettling aura remains, making Vent Vert unforgettable. As the composition segues into its base in a classical sequential manner, the darkness of mosses and woods vies for center stage with the brilliant green notes. The interplay of contrasts and harmonies in the composition is simply breathtaking. Vent Vert is a ruffian dressed in transparent chiffon. One cannot help being mesmerized by her. 

Balmain relaunched Vent Vert in 1990, entrusting perfumer Calice Becker with the reformulation of the legendary original. It was not an easy feat, since many of the materials available to Cellier have long since disappeared. A master of crystalline floral accords, Becker has amplified the floral aspect of the original composition, toning down the aggressive punch of galbanum. 

Then in 1999, Balmain relaunched Vent Vert again, giving it yet another twist. The main difference between the 1990 and the 1999 versions seems to be the presence of the more pronounced ambery-woody facet and yet further toning down of the aggressive greenness. While it makes Vent Vert less challenging, I find its character to be more dilute. I yearn to experience that breathtaking surge of galbanum, that scintillating leafy quality and that uncompromising beauty. While Vent Vert is still lovely, it lacks its most remarkable quality—its renegade spirit. 

Sixty years have passed since Vent Vert made its debut. Although it was remarkable, the fragrance was somewhat ahead of its time. The green vibrancy of galbanum was far too aggressive to be commercial, and even though the Vent Vert we know today is rather removed from Cellier’s masterpiece, it left its mark by engendering its own family. The green florals like Chanel No 19 , Balmain Ivoire , Chanel Cristalle Eau de Toilette , Parfums Grès Cabotine and Hermès Un Jardin en Méditerranée owe their existence to the iconoclastic genius of Cellier. Even the new Chanel Bel Respiro, from Les Exclusifs collection, shares a bloodline with Vent Vert and its verdant intensity. Indeed, like the spring which it carries in its heart, Vent Vert will not disappear. 

Although Vent Vert was marketed as a feminine fragrance, like many classical green florals, it would be perfect on a man. Despite its delicate character, the fragrance possesses a fantastic sillage and perfect tenacity. The modern versions are also great in this regards. The original version of Vent Vert (see an example of its bottle from the 1970s) featured galbanum, citrus, gardenia, peach, rose, lily of the valley, hyacinth, iris, jasmin , oakmoss, vetiver, styrax, and musk. The notes of the 1990 version (pictured above) include lemon, bergamot, lime, neroli, basil, galbanum, marigold, ylang ylang, rose, hyacinth, lily of the valley, spice accord, oakmoss, sandalwood, cedarwood, iris. Vent Vert from 1999 (see an example of its packaging) is listed as including green notes, orange blossom, lemon, lime, basil, rose, galbanum, lily of the valley, freesia, hyacinth, marigold, ylang-ylang, violet, oakmoss, sandalwood, sage, iris, guaiacwood, amber, and musk.

Photos from Parfum de Pub; title advertisement is from 1991.
Appendix 2. Review from PerfumeCritic.com, 2007, Versace Man.
Summary: The 12th men's fragrance from Versace, and the first overseen by Donatella Versace, Versace Man is a sweet oriental aroma emphasizing warm tobacco notes and amber.
Pros: As I tend to like scents high on the cloying factor, I took an instant liking to Versace Man; manages to bring out the beauty of tobacco leaves without smelling too much like the 500 tobacco/cigar scents currently on the market; the addition of the labdanum, kashmir, and saffron add a somewhat Eastern accent.
Cons: Some have compared it to grape Kool-Aid, others have complained about its candy-like aroma.
Reminds me of: Chopard Casran, Versace Blue Jeans, Mont Blanc Individuel pour Homme, Escada Magnetism, Carolina Herrera Chic for Men. 
Notes: "Neroli, bergamot, angelica flowers, black pepper, cardamom, saffron, tobacco leaves, amber, kashmir wood, labdanum." Basenotes.net
Designer's Description: N/A
Number of times tested: 20+ times within the last 3 years from a bottle purchased at Perfumebay.com.
Number of sprays applied for this review: 1 to back of hand.
Fragrance Strength: Eau de toilette
Development: (Linear / Average / Complex) Versace Man starts out with a sweet accord of neroli, bergamot, and cardamom - almost watery and citrusy, but very quickly this begins to change as the amber, woods, and tobacco start to take over. About 20 minutes into the wearing, the oriental spices make a brief appearance (I would have loved more saffron at this stage) before blending into the warmer, powdery, basenotes. It's a bit like puffin' on a pipe - the first thing one smells are the aromatic, and here's that word again, sweet tobacco topnotes before the warmth and smokiness appear. I would have loved something richer in the basenotes - a firmer anchor to better balance the topnotes, but nevertheless, of the smell-alikes mentioned above, this is the one I come back to most often.
Longevity: (Short / Average / Long-lasting) 6-8 hours (and then some, and even after I shower, and sometimes the next morning!).
Sillage: (A Little / Average / A Lot): I've gotten no complaints in this department, in fact only compliments. But guys, a word of advice: Go EASY! This stuff packs a punch upon initial application.
Where can I buy it? $2.99 US, 1ml sample; $23.99 US, 1.7 oz EDT spray; $31.99 US, 3.4 oz EDT spray, ScentMonkey.com

 HYPERLINK "http://www.scentmonkey.com/product.php?code=M-1354" .
Packaging: A transparent, purple, rectangular bottle with ridged edges and gold nameplate housed in a faux crocodile skin, darker purple, paper box.
The Bottom Line: I've always felt that Versace has seemed to be pretty hit and miss for me, having first taken notice of the Italian fashion house's fragrances with the release of Versus Donna (raspberries anyone?) and Blue Jeans (I'm still a huge fan). After these two, it was a few years before another Versace scent would grab my attention, the always-alluring Dreamer, and then even longer still until I discovered another winner, today's reviewed scent - Versace Man. Along the way I've suffered through Jeans of every color and style, and a whole slew of scents that to be honest, never even registered on my scented radar. But more about Versace Man...

Like a guy who chews Bubbalicious Grape Bubble Gum while puffing on a Cuban cigar, Versace Man is a class act all the way (???). Okay, so maybe this doesn't scream out sophistication and sexiness to some of you, but the candied notes nearly head for gourmand territory which usually spells "childhood memories" to me, while at the same time, an array of more grown-up aromas - labdanum, tobacco - suggest maturity and experience. I suppose this is what attracts me to the scent of Versace Man - this balance between cool and warm, youth and age, sweet and smoky, neroli and amber. 

I remember experiencing it for the first time, eager to be able to develop my own opinion after reading all the controversy about this scent over at Basenotes. Exiting Isetan department store in the equally controversial Kyoto train station, I recall that a cool breeze rushed up the escalator as I rode it down to the ground level, hand to nose, as you're usually apt to spy me, while commenting to myself how yummy the scent was. Hand to nose, and back down, hand to nose, and back down...this was the routine for the next 20 minutes or so before I decided Versace had developed another long-awaited winner and that I simply had to have it. 

Not a scent for warm weather due to the cloying factor noted above, this is a fragrance I reserve for northern winters. Thanks to mother nature's frigid front this first week of February, 2007, out of the closet comes Versace Man and I'm all purpled up, bubble gum and cigars, neroli and amber, and I think that this is one that would work equally well on women. Now, how long will I have to wait for another victory from Versace?

Rating (out of 10): 8
