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Natural Perfumer Mandy Aftel Leads a Scent Evolution 
BY DEBORAH PARKER WONG / PHOTOS BY STEPHANIE SECREST

         SCENT
s anyone who has held their nose in an effort to swallow 
something unpleasant is aware, our ability to taste is inex-
tricably linked to our sense of smell. While the mechanics 
of olfaction rely on a bulb of nerves and cilia on the roof 

of our sinuses—the olfactory epithelium—the ability to 
discern aromas and flavors whether they’re emanating 

from jasmine absolute or Cabernet Sauvignon requires 
considerable skill. 

When it comes down to differentiating molecules, 
perfumers are among the most highly trained. 

Winemakers study their methods to identify the 
specifics of terroir and to eliminate unwanted 
aromas and flavors in wine. Chefs of all kinds are 

increasingly drawn to their materials and, more 
particularly, to those of natural perfumer Mandy 

Aftel. Aftel’s home studio sits on a quiet street in 
Berkeley, California, tucked behind what has long been 

a mecca for gustatory flavor seekers, Chez Panisse. And 
while she opens the doors of her sanctuary to the public 
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Berkeley-based 
natural perfumer 
Mandy Aftel is an 
advocate for natural 
essences in an indus-
try dominated by the 
use of synthetics.
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Diminutive bottles 
hold the perfumer’s 
bespoke natural 
perfumes. Aftel has 
been known to retire 
a fragrance when it no 
longer intrigues her.

only one weekend a year, her atelier is, in effect, an exotic, 
olfactory counterpoint to that temple of California cuisine. 
Her company, Aftelier Perfumes, founded in 1997, caters to 
the ephemeral world of natural fragrance but her explora-
tion and development of its use extends well beyond the 
traditional sense. Through her long-time collaboration with 
chef Daniel Patterson, they have further diminished the 
boundary between smell and taste by amplifying the role 
that aroma plays in Patterson’s cuisine. (See page 54 for our 
story on Daniel.) 

The prolific author of seven books, three dating from her 
earlier career as a psychologist, Aftel and Patterson first col-
laborated on Aroma: The Magic of Essential Oils in Foods 
and Fragrance in 2004 and the two are hard at work on a 
second volume that further explores the aromatic building 
blocks of creating flavor in the everyday kitchen. 

Her seminal work Essence and Alchemy: A Book of 
Perfume was published in 2001. The award-winning volume 
has been translated into eight languages and is credited with 

inspiring a generation of perfumers. Just last year she pub-
lished Fragrant: The Secret Life of Scent, which explores 
ways to eat, drink, and create with five natural essences.

In the world of fragrance, Aftel is a rare bird. Her insis-
tence on using only natural essences has resulted in two 
decades of sourcing and securing only the finest absolutes, 
extracts, and essential oils. She transforms these raw mate-
rials into perfumes, elixirs, teas, and the botanical essences 
and sprays being used by chefs like Patterson, chocolatiers, 
and makers of ice cream and spirits to elevate the smell and 
taste of their creations. 

Unlike many in her rarified profession, Aftel doesn’t 
traipse to the far corners of the globe to source her materi-
als. She works from the comfort of her immaculate studio 
with the assistance of her husband, Foster Curry. This al-
lows her more time to “be present in my life” and to pursue 
her craft and her writing. She creates in the embrace of her 
“organ,” a crescent-shaped casement that houses a vast col-
lection of natural essences.
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“The scale of production for natural essences in very limit-
ed,” confides Aftel, who notes the rarity of ginger from Jakarta 
and a preferred rose from Istanbul. “Sources will often dry up 
and because they’re vintage-specific, like wine, I’m constantly 
monitoring them for quality.”

A highly-trained nose is greedy and Aftel is no exception; 
her appetite for aroma seems insatiable. She evaluates the 
quality of a scent with a level of alacrity and discrimination 
that indicates she has little patience for anything that is less 
than exquisite. While she buys only the best examples of natu-
ral fragrance, she works entirely subjectively. 

Her talent and the success that has ensued afford her the 
luxury of only creating products that satisfy her personally and 
are, in turn, adored by her devoted clientele. “There’s a thrill 
to working with these materials; I can offer something that is 
very specific to me and I never have to sacrifice quality,” she 
said. Year after year her customers return their coveted an-
tique boxes to her studio to be refilled with the solid fragrance 
of their choosing. 

“When you step into an elevator and you can smell the 
fragrance of the person who was there before you, you’re 
smelling a synthetic aroma. Natural perfume stays closer to 
the body. It only stays on the skin for a few hours and never 
lingers very long in the air,” said Aftel when explaining how to 
immediately recognize the differences between synthetic and 
natural fragrances.

Sitting knee to knee so it’s easier to pass 
the vials, we begin nosing through dozens 
of essences. Many are familiar, like jas-
mine and rose, and others, like oak moss, 
are confined almost exclusively to the 
perfumers’ realm. Some are primary 
and youthful while others are century-
old antiques prized by Aftel for their 
fully-developed often tertiary char-
acteristics. 

Aftel is far less concerned with 
the process used to achieve a 
particular essence than she is with 
the quality of the end result, but 
it’s clear that she’s not bound 
by tradition. Within the last five 
years she began selecting ex-
tracts achieved using the process 
of supercritical fluid extraction 
(SFE-CO

2
 and referred to as su-

percritical CO
2
) for their purity. Not 

surprising given that supercritical CO
2
 

extraction is a more natural process in 
that it uses pressurized, ambient-tem-
perature carbon dioxide for extraction 
in lieu of heat and chemical solvents that 
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leave residue in the extract. 
Those familiar with cork know 

it as a process that sanitizes cork 
without the risk of imparting 

cork taint or 2,4,6-trichloroan-
isole and the process is being 
increasingly used in the 
nutraceutical and food 

supplement industries, 
where requirements for 

purity are exceptionally high 
and conventional methods  

are not up to the challenge. We 
nose supercritical CO

2
 extracts of pi-

mento berry, cardamom, butter, celery, 
coffee, coriander, cumin, and star anise 

among others. 
In an effort to differentiate the character-

istics of an essence produced using supercriti-
cal CO

2
 extraction, Aftel offers five different 

essences of cinnamon and cassia for comparison. 
Unlike wine evaluation, an exercise that requires 

the taster to unravel a complex aroma that is greater 

than the sum of its parts, each vial of essence contains a 
family of volatile molecules that are most often dominated 
by one that confers an aromatic signature. 

In the case of cinnamon, cinnamaldehyde defines the ma-
jor tone, making it immediately recognizable as cinnamon. 
However, of the two largest families of cinnamon from China 
and Sri Lanka, the latter contains notes of linalool (floral) 
and eugenol (cloves) that aren’t found in its Chinese cousin. 
It’s easy to see why Aftel gravitates towards those essences 
that are the purest, the most lifted and alive. The super-
critical CO

2
 cinnamon extract is lighter, less pungent with 

high-toned floral notes and it’s significantly different from 
the earthier, woody essential oil of Chinese cinnamon. 

Spending an afternoon immersed in Aftel’s world provides 
a glimpse behind the curtain of an industry that prefers to 
guard its secrets. She is quick to remind us that even for the 
most unusual essences, price is no guarantee of quality. “In 
the fragrance industry, quality and price have never been 
aligned. I buy carefully and in small quantities in an effort 
to keep mark-ups reasonable,” she said. “Learning to work 
with beautiful smells is such an incredible privilege, and the 
interaction you have when your work finds an audience, 
that’s an incredible joy!” 

A highly-trained nose is greedy and Aftel is no 
exception; her appetite for aroma seems insatiable

Aftel at her scent 
“organ” which houses 
the tools of her 
trade. The perfumer 
selects only the 
most exquisite raw 
materials for her 
perfumes, elixirs, 
scented teas, and 
essences.
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