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Different Paths, Same Destination: A Comparative Examination of Chinese and Western Perfumery
Chen Xinyu', Liu Jingmei’, Chen Xueyong’

( 1. Nanyang Technological University, Singapore; 2. Shanghai Yuehao Software Co., Ltd, Shanghai 201613.;
3. Shanghai Heyun Flavors & Fragrances Co., Ltd., Shanghai 201600, China. )
Abstract: As an important carrier of human sensory civilization, perfumery’s developmental trajectory reflects how different cultures
have understood and reshaped the elusive sense of smell. Using a historical-comparative method, this paper examines the develop-
mental threads of the two great perfumery traditions of China and the West. Chinese perfumery originated in pre-Qin ritual sacrifices,
took shape during the Han and Tang dynasties, and reached its zenith in the two Song dynasties, centered on “blended incense” (hex-
iang) and imbued with the humanistic spirit of “using fragrance to express one’s aspirations.” Western perfumery originated in the
religious rites of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, underwent secularization through ancient Greece and Rome, was revolutionized by
the Arabs through distillation, and finally—after the Renaissance—developed into the modern perfume industry centered on Grasse,
France. Reexamining this history through a combined lens of technological and cultural history, this paper advances three proposi-
tions. First, the two traditions share remarkable parallels in raw-material systems, technological pathways, and blending techniques.
Second, the difference in physical form between Chinese and Western fragrances is not simply a matter of “technological presence

or absence”—China had already extensively recorded steam-distillation methods for extracting fragrance in the Song-dynasty
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Chen’s Manual of Incense; that it did not develop toward liquid production was the combined result of multiple factors, including
the raw-material system, path dependence on incense-burning, the redirection of distillation technology toward other domains, and
the absence of an ethanol-solvent tradition. Third, since the twentieth century, with the global sourcing of raw materials, the mutual
borrowing of techniques, and the interpenetration of cultures, Chinese and Western perfumery has moved from historical “divergence”
toward contemporary “convergence”—verifying the thesis of “different paths, same destination” at the industry level.

Keywords: History of perfumery; Blended incense (hexiang); Perfume; Distillation; Enfleurage; East-West comparison; Different
paths same destination
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