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Book reviews

Gabriel Mojay

Tony Burfield’s Natural Aromatic Materials: 
Odours & Origins - in the form of the first English 
edition published in 2000 - has long been an 
important mainstay of my aromatic reference 
library, providing comprehensive and up-to-date 
technical information concerning the production, 
composition and odour characteristics of a wide 
range of a essential  oils and aromatic extracts.

This two-volume publication is primarily of 
technical rather than clinical value; however, it 
affords a unique source of reliable, often first-hand 
information to those involved in the production, 
research and educational aspects of essential oils 
and aromatic materials — as well as in perfumery 
and product development.

The first section of the book covers the general 
description and production of perfumery raw 
materials including absolutes, aroma-distillates, 
attars, balsams, clairs, concretes, essential oils, 
extracts, gum-oleoresins, headspace isolates, 
molecular distillates, oleoresins, ‘phytonics’, 
tinctures, ultrasonic extracts, microwave extracts, 
and waxes. Extraction processes including steam, 
dry and hydro-distillation, solvent extraction 
processes and enfleurage are discussed succinctly  
along the way.

Section Two delves into the foundations of what 
clearly makes the book unique: the categories and 
definitions of odour assessment. In his Preface, 
the author writes, “today in 2016, I see the lack 
of emphasis on odour attributes and description 
as even more acutely absent then it was in 2000. 
I see this perceived lack of emphasis in the relevant 
literature and in many trade quality control 
laboratories, where the ability to assess the quality of 
an aromatic product is often almost totally lacking... 
This has had repercussions on the overall quality 
of aromatic materials offered to the trade, and 
sometimes second or third grade materials can find 
a ready market and replace top grade materials with 
regard to their lower cost and ready availability... The 
most heavily analysed natural aromatic material with 
mountains of accompanying certificates and other 
paperwork can still smell untypical, unbalanced and 
uncharacteristic and will not do the job intended for 
it. This is why odour assessment of quality continues 
to be important”.

Informed by this conviction, the author describes 
in some detail the background to odour assessment, 
covering odour perception, training, industrial 
methodology and general olfactive studies. Section 
Two covers everything from odour classification to 
electronic noses, and provides an important basis 
from which the reader may fully comprehend the 
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odour descriptions of individual aromatic materials 
in Section Five — the section that makes up the 
bulk of the book.

Section Three provides an introduction to odour 
assessment training, one which includes a botanical 
classification scheme of the kind employed by 
established perfumery companies. It is accompanied 
by an overview of the chemistry of natural materials 
— a useful addition in that key consituents of each 
aromatic material are a feature of Section Five.

Section Four addresses methods in the odour 
assessment of raw materials, and outlines some 
quality control laboratory protocols.

Section Five, which comprises some 600 pages of the 
793-page work, provides a comprehensive account 
of over 600 essential oils, absolutes, carbon dioxide 
extracts and other aromatic materials from natural 
sources. The new second edition sees as many as 
fifty new entries.

For each individual profile, the author sets out:

• its taxonomic classification;
• its geographic origins and distribution;
• its botanical origin and production status;
• information on its methods of extraction and 

preparation;

• information concerning key aspects of its 
chemical analysis where considerations of odour 
characteristics and interpretation are at play;

• a comprehensive, detailed odour profile 
including top-note and dry-down descriptions.

All topics of discussion benefit from being 
thoroughly referenced throughout. A glossary, 
abbreviations index and conversion table of 
common to botanical (Latin) names are found at 
the end of the book.

Given the trend among a number of practitioners of 
clinical aromatherapy to broaden their therapeutic 
aromatic palette beyond the commonly-used oils - 
to embrace those including CO2 extracts that may 
be selected in order to evoke a subjective memory-
based effect - this work provides a highly useful 
reference for information on the more exotic as well 
as ‘standard’ aromatics.

Indeed, it is the comprehensive as well as thoroughly 
technical nature of this book which makes it stand 
out as an encyclopaedic and authoritative resource 
for those producing, working with, researching and 
studying the huge array of fragrant materials with 
which the natural world has endowed us. To those 
in these categories, Natural Aromatic Materials: 
Odours & Origins is a sound investment.
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