
Book References: 
Cleanliness, page 
20; Chemistry, page 
72; Commercial 
Chemistry, page 130.

Perfume

P eople have enjoyed perfume for centuries. More 
than a thousand years ago, Muslims chose from a wide 
range of scents, thanks to the hard work of two talented 

chemists: al-Kindi (born 801, Iraq) and Jabir ibn Hayyan 
(born 722, Iraq). Al-Kindi created a vast number of ‘recipes’ 
for a wide range of perfumes, cosmetics and pharmaceuticals. 
Jabir ibn Hayyan – often known as the ‘father of chemistry’ 
– devised many techniques, including sublimation, 
crystallization, distillation, oxidation, evaporation and 
filtration, some of which were used to prepare the perfumes.
This activity introduces students to the Muslim world’s 
perfume expertise before getting them to plan – and 
(optionally) produce – their own perfume from orange peel, 
using steam distillation. Also included are suggestions for 
testing their finished products.

Curriculum link
11-14 QCA 7h – solutions 

Distillation can be used to separate a liquid from the 
solids that are dissolved in it
Distillation is a process in which evaporation of a liquid 
is followed by condensation

•

•

Learning objectives
Students will learn:

How Muslim scientists developed the techniques to make – and the 
recipes for – a wide range of perfumes
To devise a method to extract perfumed oil from orange peel

•

•
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Running the activity
Starting the activity 
Display Activity 3a (either projected or as an OHT). Ask small groups of 
students to discuss these questions: What’s you favourite perfume? How 
does it make you feel? Why do people wear perfume? Then get students to 
speculate how long perfume-making has been around.

Running the main part of the activity 
Display Activity 3b, and take students through the story of how al-Kindi 
and Jabir ibn Hayyan developed recipes for – and techniques to make – a 
wide range of different perfumes more than a thousand years ago.

Display Activity 3c, which sets the task: Can you create a scent using only 
the materials shown on the page? Tell small groups to use the chart on 
Activity 3d to help them plan their method (each group will need a copy of 
this page). If you wish, ask students to make their perfumes. This set-up for 
steam distillation works well.

Activity 3d describes optional tests to help students evaluate their 
perfumes, and includes space to record judgements and – if you wish 
– practical explanations for some of their findings. 

Running the plenary
Discuss students’ plans, products and tests. Emphasise that 
– in the Muslim world – chemists working twelve centuries ago had 
sophisticated techniques for making a wide range of perfumes and other 
pharmaceuticals. 

Web links
http://www.healthy.net/scr/article.asp?id=1712 
More information on the history of perfume and al-Kindi

www.parfumsraffy.com/faqs.html 
Commonly asked questions about perfumes.

www.guerlain.com 
Discover your ideal fragrance.

Research:

It makes scents – research
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