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Mandy Aftel’s career change from psycho-
therapist to natural perfumer decades ago 
is a pivot for the ages. Perhaps there was 

divine olfactory intervention; this has happened be-
fore, as reported in Exodus 30:34: “And the Lord said 
unto Moses, take unto thee sweet spices, stave, and 
onycha, and galbanum; these sweet spices with pure 
frankincense; of each shall there be a like weight.”

Aftel came from Michigan to Berkeley in 1970. 
She bought her house on Walnut Street just south of 
Vine Street, where she practiced as a psychotherapist. 
Many of her patients were artists and writers. Almost 
30 years ago she stopped working with the human 
psyche and started working with natural scents. 

Today she is an icon in the world of perfumery 
and is often recognized as the pioneer of natural 
perfumery. She makes her perfumes in small batch-
es in her home, using only pure and natural ingredi-
ents, without any added synthetics, parabens (para-
hydroxybenzoates or esters of parahydroxybenzoic 
acid that others use as preservatives), glycols (any 
of a class of organic compounds belonging to the 
alcohol family that others use as fixatives or stabi-
lizers) or petrochemicals. She sells directly online, 
not through stores. She ships the product herself, 
out of a room in her house.

In the house and the museum behind the house, the absolute lack of clutter, despite 
the thousands of raw botanical ingredients, essential oils, and absolutes, is striking. The 
cabinets and drawers themselves are stunning – drawers from a Chinese apothecary, a 
typesetting cabinet, and a watchmaker’s cabinet. One is reminded of Teodoro the phar-
macist in Jorge Amado’s “Dona Flor e Seus Dois Maridos” (“Dona Flor and Her Two 
Husbands”) and his credo of a place for everything and everything in its place. There is 
a strong and confident hand at work here.

Aftel’s attention to detail is exhaustive. The bottles, displays and paper with which 
shipped perfumes are wrapped (exquisite tissue paper imprinted with 19th-century im-
ages that took Aftel a year to compile and produce), and the cards that accompany the 
shipments are all perfect. One container option for her solid perfumes is an antique 
patch box, a small, usually rectangular, sometimes oval box used as a receptacle for 
beauty patches. During the reign of France’s Louis XV in the 18th century, black patches 
of gummed taffeta were popular with fashionable women (and sometimes men) who 
wanted to emphasize the beauty or whiteness of their skin.

Behind her house, at 1518-1/2 Walnut, is her Archive of Curious Scents, an extraordi-
nary museum of perfume and perfume history. It is only open on Saturdays, from 10 am to 
6 pm, either by reservation or walk-in. Tickets are $20 for a one-hour visit, $12 for children 
under 18. Reservations may be made online at www.aftelier.com/Articles.asp?ID=256.

The single long room of the archive/museum could have stepped out of the pages of 
Architectural Digest. There are etchings, prints, a glorious “scent organ” with hundreds 
of scents, and a library of the history and art of perfumery. 

Mandy Aftel and husband Foster Curry. Together with their son, Devon Curry, 
they run the Archive of Curious Scents.






