
The traditional scent of the Middle East, oud is giving stiff 

competition to the once all-powerful French olfactory 

industry.

Many skincare and makeup products that are a part of 

daily regime of women globally originate from Arabic 

traditions. And this includes perfume. Oud (also oudh) 

is known to be one of the earliest scents—though men-

tioned in the Indian Vedas, it was in medieval Middle East 

that oud became part of an everyday part of women’s 

beauty ritual.  Often called “liquid gold” in the Arab world-

in Dubai ( the capital of Oud) the most expensive oud oil 

can set you back AED 275,000 (INR 52,08,775 approx.) for 

a kilo. 

An Intense Ritual

The making of oud requires both precision and knowl-

edge. Oud oil occurs in the Aquilaria or agarwood trees–

that grow in specific regions of South East Asia (in India 

these are found in the Northeast). Not every agarwood 

tree bears oud, only those infected by a particular parasitic 

fungus create the enzyme that leads to oud, and it’s a nat-

ural process that can take up to 30 years. It can be layered, 

so you can make your own personal blend, is unisex and 

also a truly sustainable artisanal beauty product. With its 

heady and woody notes, it is an acquired taste, but then all 

good things in life tend to be. Since oud has a long herit-

age of use in the Middle East if one wants to know the real 

way to wear oud, one can learn this from the women of 

Arabia.  Stored in precious jewel-like bottles, it is an essen-

tial and treasured part of a woman’s routine. Traditionally, 

oud oil is applied directly on the pulse points on skin and 

the hair and sometime a woman may even layer her oil. 

Rose, myrrh and amber are often combined with the oil.  If 

oud chips are the preference the process is slightly longer 

since you need a madkhan (a traditional incense burner) 

and then you let the smoke pass through your clothes and 

hair. It has a real romance behind it and with beauty in the 

West becoming more ritual-based, it is no wonder oud is 

having a moment. 

The Western Concoction

And don’t let the Western ouds fool you—yes brands such 

as Tom Ford, Louis Vuitton and Dior all have products 

that are termed “Oud perfume” but they are actually not 

the real McCoy (derived from Anya McCoy, a pioneer of 

artisanal natural perfumery) and use synthetic oils. One 

is due to high expense and the other reason is that a real 

oud can only be made in the Middle East- and many of 

these companies do have the know-how of oud. But as the 



global beauty industry is opening up to varied cultural and 

natural influences, ouds are growing in popularity.  Re-

cently a regional British newspaper wrote about oud being 

one of the hot-selling items at Lancashire’s Blackburn 

market, showing how the bottled scent of Arabia is now 

consumed globally. 

What’s Real Oud?

Dubai-based Shadi Samra has been in the industry for 

the last 20 years. A former member of the Fragrance 

Foundation of India, he is now general manager of  The 

Real Oud Company and the head of  marketing and 

operations in the MENA for Fragrance Du Bois. One of 

his main work objective is about taking the story of real 

oud global and he says, “Until the moment there are no 

accurate reports about the worth of the oud industry but 

a recent Euro Monitor International report revealed that 

the beauty sales in the region were worth US $5.8 billion 

and fragrances and perfumes had the largest share of 

this.  However in the market there are still a lot of fake 

ouds, either oil or chip. That is why I see that the industry 

is now spending on educating people about the difference 

between the real oud and the fake one.” And so the oud 

story is set to grow.

The growth of genuine oud means that perfumes no 

longer need to have “made in France” stamp of approval. 

Adds Shadi, “This change is already happening, and you 

can see some of the local brands are becoming interna-

tional names and opening shops in Europe and North 

America; look at manufacturers such as Arabian Oud, Ab-

dul Samad Al Qurashi and Amouaj. I always say that oud 

and because of its exquisite warm smell is of a high value, 

it gives confidence to the one who is wearing it, just like a 

Rolex watch on your arm wrist.”

The Indian Elements

In India, Ayurvedic beauty company, Forest Essentials, 

launched its range of intense, flower-based perfumes 

using essential oils in 2017. There are three scents- Desi 

Gulab, Kashmiri Nargis and Madurai Jasmine and all are 

bottled at their factory in Uttarakhand’s Haridwar.  Selling 

at 70 Forest Essentials outlets in India and on their web-

site, the range has seen has seen a CAGR growth of over 

25 per cent. Says Forest Essentials’ founder Mira Kulkarni, 

“Today, people are increasingly becoming aware that tradi-

tional processes are harmonious with the vibratory energy 

of life.” 

Manan Gandhi’s family owns Associate Allied Chemicals, a 

company that has been working with the perfume industry 

for over four decades, and he launched Bombay Perfum-

ery around three years ago. While the perfumes are made 

in France’s fragrance capital, Grasse, their soul is desi—

with names like Chai Musk and Calicut, their notes are very 

much inspired from India. Says Gandhi, “Indian naturals 

have been used in fine perfumery globally for generations 

now, but I strongly felt that they were never quite given 

their fair share of limelight before, that’s where the idea 

of creating a perfumery label with Indian ingredients and 

olfactive experiences at its heart was born.” The hope is to 

be India’s first indie label perfume brand. This contempo-

rary Indian brand is now present in ten cities—and while 

Mumbai and Delhi are the main driver of sales, tourist 

friendly hubs like Pondicherry and Kochi have also taken 

to the concept. Just as oud is seeing an international wave 

currently, the scent notes of India such as sandalwood, 

cardamom, coriander and Indian rose will also be the 

“talk” of the international beauty industry.

As beauty world over becomes more about wellness than 

vanity, sustainability and not synthetics and as gender 

lines blur gender-neutral products will grow in popular-

ity. Oud, which ticks all the boxes, is now positioned to 

challenge the status that French perfume has enjoyed for 

many decades now.


