Discuss the ambignitics, enigmas and moral conundrums

presented in Siiskind’s Das Parfum

Zoe Bediord

Siskind’s novel certainly breaks with the established norms of crime fliction.
According to the nature of the genre, the reader expects answers, The novel should
rationalise the mystery, cxplaining what appears inexplicable and the reader seeks the
revelation of murderer, method and motive, Yet Das Parfim confounds us. We are
immediately presented with the murderer, robbing us of the mystery here. The murder
method is likewisc unexceptional, revealed vneeremoniousty and without suspense.
The anly mystery remaining conecens a motive for Grencuille’s actions. A varicly of
options are hinted at, most nodably concerning his ambiguous status as animal or
human or supernatural being, the nature of arfistic genius, the role of his treaiment by
society and Grenouille as the embodiment of evil. An investigation of these contral
themes reveals many of the principle ambiguities presented in the novel. The
conundnums arising from these ambipuitics regarding the modern understanding of
.marnfity should also be investigated 2s should the enigmas presented in the toxt in

otder 1o place the navel within its context of pastmodernity.

Greneuville's motives for the murders themselves ave clear. He kills as a way to obtain
seend, 36 4 means to his end, and he is able 1w kiil-because he i3 amoral. This toa s

unambigunus, reflected in his inability to grasp abstract concepts related to morality




such 2 such as “Hecht, Gewissen, Gof, Freude, Verantworlung. . 2 He shows no
recognition of the implications of his actions on others and murders not for enjoyment
of inflicting pain, but rather to achieve his aim and extract the essence of the girls, his
amorality allowing him to consider murder a legititnale method to realise lis desires.
Yot the reasons behind his amorality are unclear, as iz the motive behind his desire to

capture the esscnee of the girls.

One cxplanation concerns his ambiguous position “on the border of the human and
the natural worlds™, his statos as & human being constantly being called into question.
11is odourless statc scems to strip him of his claim to humanity, with a link between
the two established early in the novel, when the wet nurse considers him possessed
because “or riccht nicht, wie Kindor ricchen sollen®, and when Grenouille smells
Pater Terrier, “the infant’s total lack of humanily is apparently what enables him to
penetrate 10 the dopth of the monk's soul™ . This could imply the presence ol a
supernatural element, an fdca supported, for example, by the deformity of his foot and

the inevitable link with the devil which results.

The idea of Grenguille as more animal than human iz also addressed and the bestial
allusions used in conjunction with his specch and movement are frequent. |le
“zischelle™ For cxample, and “schnartte™. There are numerous alfusions Lo

Grenouiflc a5 "ein Zeck™ and the analogy can be seen 1o continue when his behaviour
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towards others is examined. He sucks them dry, “being susteined in some waya”, as is
the case with Jean Bussie and Madame Guillard and Grimal, or flurthering his
alfactory aims, as with Baldini, Druot and the Marquisg. “However, while Grenmiille
tearns, develops and moves on, each ol these individuals mects with an unnatiral
death.... We renlise that Grenouille [he tick always cames away full of blood, leaving
behind a dead host who has been sucked dr}fm". 1Tig very reliance on his scise of
smel immediatcly links bim to animals, as this is the least developed of the scnses
amonpgst humans, and onc on which animats often rely, whilst his cave dwelling exile
is the epitome ol amimat existence, licking water from moss and eafing insects and

Hizards to survive,

I Granouilie ig indeed maore andmak than human, then his actions can be seen 1n this
tight. Animels kill for survival, and there is the subtle suprestion that Grenoudlle's
survival is linked to scent. His iHness when he believes he cannot obtain the odour of
human beings demonstrates his physical necessity for odours, His necd to possess the
odonr of firgt the girl in Paris and then of Laure Richis is inextricabty linked to his
very life’s purpose, as “fitr Grenouills stand Lest, dalb ohoe den besite des Dufles sein

Leben keinen Sinn mehr hatie™',

Yet this idea of Grenouille as an animal is in uen is catted info question by his fack of
fear of deatlt, evidenced by his essential suicide and his lack of desire (o reproduce,

buth cssentiat to animals. Indeod whilst the scenes describing his cxile in the cave are
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"3 heing concerned only with their

ofien sexual, the girls® bodies remaits “unborithrt
seent. The ambiguity is thus complete and the reader is offered no definitive answers

regarding Grenouille's very cxistence.

Perhaps this reflects Grenvuille's own crisis in his lack of identily, cxemplified in his
fack of personal odour, the only aspect which he values and the tood he hinsself uses lo
idemtify olhers. W also sce other menifestaiions of his lack of identity in peripheral
posilion in the odpe of secicty, unnoticed when be leaves Parls, for cxaraple and
gonissed during his exile, his {ack of consistent parenting and the fact that he s never
baptised. ‘T'his identily crisis i3 too held up as an explanation of his desire to obtaina
human seend, and his confusion is perhaps reflected by his creation of multiple human

odours, e again the extent to which this dominates is embiguous.

Grenouille's position on the edge of the animal, human and supernatural worlds
establishes him as an enigma earky o, and provolices conundrums regarding the
reader’s jadgement of him, We are left (o decide, unaided by Siskind, how far our
concepts of morality can be applicd (o creature who cannot, perhaps, be considered
entirely human, thus calling into question the concept of universal morality. Howevet,
his rc{usal to fall neatly into a single category fnvalidates any concrete conclusions,

confirming the postmodernist tendencies of the novel.

{inc of the most prominent thernes of the noved, that of art and genius, is also
presented as a possible cxplanation of both Grenouille’s smorality and his quest for

the scent which nocessitates the murders, and reveals finther ambiguities to be
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investigated. The idea that absolute genius necessitates the sub-development and
suppression of other senses and faculties is explored in Das Parfum. Part of the reasan
for the acute development uf Grenowilie’s olfactory sense is presumably his own tack
of odour, allowing him to detect odours uncorrupled by his own scent. Yet whether
Grenouille’s oifactory genius hinders his moral, social and emotional development, or
whether his sub-developmenl in these areas ilsel{ promotes and enhances his genivs in
the world of scent remaing ambiguous. The possibility of Stiskind’s novel supporting
ihe theory that art and artistic genivs indeed require separation [Tom moralily and
cthics in order to pursue the ulimate expression of wt unhindered by the morad

constraints"” is raised, bul again we receive no guidance as to the role played by this,

A number of further ambiguitics are linked to the roke of art and ardist in Das Purfien,
Attistic genins is presented simultaneously as a constructive and destructive influence.
Taldini’s father’s genius and then the exploitation of Grenouille’s art allow the
charlalan the fame and fortune he craves and the Grenouille’s artistic gift permits
Druot and Madame Amulfi’s business 1o prosper, pointing to mt’s constructive
potential, Yet his deparivre witnesses their downfall, albeit not as a direct
consequence, Simitaty there is somethinge poetic about the role of arl simultancously
preserving and destroying. Grenouille kills the beautiful young girls in order to
preserve their essence, counlering the modemnist concept of art havinyg positive healing
powers, These incongruous vicws of the role of art remain unreconciied howoever,

serving ondy 1o exaccrbate the ambiguity.
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Gronouille’s role as artist and genius is made more confusing o the reader secking
universal truths regarding art duc 1o his status as an enigma. The enigma that is
Grenouille iz both ercaled by, and itsclf exacerhates, the wmbipuities presented m the
novel. As the only artist or genius present in the story, we are unsure as w whether he
represents ard and genius, of could be the exception. There is no positive figure to

coumterbalance it and yof such an enigmatic figure cannot he taken ag proof af the rule.

The suggesiion as to how far the artistic genius in him provokes his need for the
uftimats scent also goes vmresolved. The reader can idenlily the link between
Grenouille's artiztic aims and the development of his artistic genius, evidenced by
their simizitancous development and progression. As he hones his talent, a profile of
an artistic genius which seems entirely plausible is portrayed. He first identifies, then
coilects and storves the scents, then leaminy o combing themn before mastering the
scientific techniques involved. His aims (urn o the rephication of the huiman scent,
belfore [oeussing on the production of the ultimate porfome, his arlistic masierpivce.
What rematng ambignous however is how far this in itself is Grenouilie’s primary

ohjective, the uktimate aiin of an artistic renivs.

(e 1g hig gim rather the effect that this perfurne will produce? His desire for 2 scent
perhaps reflects his craving for the love and aceeptancs which have bech denicd to
him, an tdea burne oud by his fantasies of being adored inwhich he Indolres whilkst
exiled in the cave!. The reader brictly glimpses Grenouille the vietim. Is it kis
treatment by a socicty which spw him used by every character he comes across which

has led him to desire love and adoration so strongly?
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Yet this seems negaled by a further possible explanation voiced by Sitskind.
Grenouille's quest for the ultimate scent could be motivated by a desp rooted hatred
for humanity and an almost megalomaniacal belief in his own superiority. Certainly
this is supporied by his own admission that “cr nie in der Liebe, sondern immer aur in
der Ha8 Befriedigung finde, im Hallen und Gehallt werden.”® Predictably the issue is

not reeonciled.

Whichever is the case, the ambiguity surrounding Grenouille’s relalionship to society
and hummanity concerns & fundamental moral conuadrun in Das Pasfum, namely that
of whether, and how far, Grenouille’s amoralily results of his treatiment by sociely.
Perhaps his scant regard lor human life which altows him to commit murder so cagily
sterns from the lack of regard shown to him. His mother admits “da# sie das Ding

bestimntl wilrde haben verrecken lassen™!”

, the other children and all others are
inditferent to his survival, except where it benefits them. The value of his li{e cquaies
exacthy to his commercial value, cvidenced tor example by Grimal improving
Girenouille’s condilions only when he becomes immune ko anthrax and can thus
perform dulies other workers cannot. Baldind values him only when he understands
that he can exploit his genius as a perfume manufacturer and the Marquis de la
Taillade-Nspinasse values his potential to prave his scienlific theary, Separate from
this, Grenouille’s life holds no value to ancihor character in the nowvel. 1t is perhaps
not surprising therefore that he recognises the valuc of the girls only in terms of his

own aims. Without their scent, they mean nothing, as reflected by Grenouille’s

altitude to Faure’s body: “Sic war fiir thn als Korper gar nicht tnehr vorhanden, nur
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noch als kiiprperfoser Deft.'® fn this way socfety’s treatment of Grenouille perhaps

cultivates his amorality.

1t is perhaps also sipnificant, pointing again to the impact of social condifioning in
persenal development, that the human characteristics developed by Grenouille are
exclusively negative and echo those of the other characters. His greedy need to
possess odouts parallels, for example, Baldini’s greed and hording of scents. Is it
coincidence that his desire to be adored which is revealed by his fantesies of himsell
as a (fodlike figore is echoed the Marquis’s desire Lo be considercd a pionccring
stientist with s discovery of Fluidinm Lethale? His cold-heartedness could be the
result of the emotional detachmenl of the “seelenarmen™ Madame Gailiard. The
conneclion belween upbringing and subscquant personal and social developimond is
concretized by the exampic of Madame Gaiflard, who, following 8 beating Ty hor
father had fost her sense of smell and “jades Gefihi filr menschliche Wirme und
menschiich Kiille und tiberhaupt jede Leidenschaf®™™. However, it is fefl o the reader
to decide how to attribute the impact of Grenouille’s childhoad and treatment in
society and whether he can be pardoned as a “monstrous misfit whose terrors merely

Al

presage the upheavals and horrors of more modern times™ ™, The tssuc i unresalved

by SOskind .

Indeed it is possible that Grenouilic, from his peripheral position in socicty, considers

mature 1o have nuriured and raised him as much a3 people, as he survives in the cave
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due purely o mature, and his survival i the face of freezing to death is no less due to
nature’s generosity than his survival at the tannery and Baldini’s is due to human
intervention. As a being who places no velue on humanity, it is nof surprising that he
cquates the vse of fowers to create traditional porfomes directly to the use of people
in the creation of his perfumes, The reader finds it difficull 1o consider him a monsier
with this considoration, and it is this very ambipuily as lo how lo view Grenouitle
which provekes the coptral maral conundroms regarding morality: Is i dhen

impossible to class someone amoral as evil or are the concepts mutually exclusive?

Certainly both evil and amorality ave present in Doy Parfure. Tt is hard to scc the
carefully planned murder of twenty {ive young girls as anything but parely evil,
Grenouithe himscll declarcs that this is what motivates his desires and the narrator
confirms this from the maset by describing Grenouille as “ein Mann, der vu den
genialsten und abachenliehen (festalten.. .dieser... Epoche pebdne”. Throughout the
novel he described s monstrous and the children's [ear and distrust of him points 1o
this conclusion, as children are oflen associated with intuition and sncorrapied
judpement. However, we are ald that the other orphans “konnten ihn nicht riechen™™,
whete the ambiguity sarrounding the word “riechen” deliberately establishes a link
between Girenounille’s smell and his {reatment by society, as the phrase can be taken to
mean they could not smedl him, or that they could nol stand him. This echoes the othor
hints a8 to the role of society, causing the reader to rgject this concept of ovil as the

onby explanation. He musi decide alone how ovil and amorality are connected, as it

betmsins anrigLuous,
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Grenouille’s unique position within and refationship to seciety consolidate his rofe as
an caipma. 1115 unusual upward mobility in progressing from bastard orphan {o
respectable journeyman (o godiike figure would seem to mock the class divisions of
socicty, and his peripheral position, skipping between being a parl of socicty, albeit an
insignificant one as In Paris and Grasse, for example, and social exile in the mountain

make concrete judgements as to the role of society impossible.

A closcr examination of the social context for Grenouille’s actions reveals further
marat conundmms for the reader veparding thelr identification with the murderer,

As the murder victims are never developed as characters in thomselves, with only
Laure named and her own cmotions and personality left unexplored, the reader fecls
nu sense of loss ol the deaths, no real sedness, only shock. The reader’s siruggle o
find a single redeeming character with whom (o [dentify Ieave him inthe
uncomfartable position of idenlifying most closely with & sociopathic mass murderer.
We are instinctively repulzed by afl that be does and is, and yol our sympathy is
pcrverscly clicited by his portrayal as a victim of society and throvgh our repuision
towards all other characters. This provokes guestions regarding our coneept of
moraiity. Do we abject to the murders beeanse of an innste sensc of morality or due to
social programming? ‘This [actar provokes cnntempiaﬁnn a% to whether morality is an
immate recegnition of right end wrony, or the cynical result of an scquired social code
af eanduct, thus challenging our pereeptions of the murderer, Grenouille, wha has

developed wilth o social or moral puidance, cannot perhaps be blamed if morality is

learned rathor than innate.




The absence of morality amongst the other characters would furthertaute seem to
mitigate Grenouille’s crimes and cast doubt over the very existence of morality. From
Chenicr, who schemes to take over Baldini’s empire, to Madame Gaillard, who cares
for arphans only in order to eam the money necessary tor hor retiretnent and death,
every character can be scon as molivated primarily by self interest. Richis, whose
cynical, sordid and self seeking desire to use his dsughter in order to fulfil his own
vain ends echocs Grenouitle’s own megatomania, resatting in the reader findinge him

arguahly as repidsive as the murderer with whorn he identifies himself so proudiy.

The vanity and grecd which povern the actions of every character mean that
immaratity is rife, yot dispuised by s pretence of social acceptability, This is perhaps
best demonstrated in (he peculiar orgy scene, where a mass murderer appears to strip
off the veneer of respectability and provoke an unrestrained orgy. The subsequent

cover up reveels the role of socicty to disguise, yel not Grce the roots of) immaorality.

That Dy Parfum has been considered a delective novel seems slmost fronic. Qur
appetite for explanations is explored in the interesting juxiaposition of the scientist
Baldini with his hypoeritical religious belief and rejection of rationalisation and Paler
Terrter's admittance of the incongruencies of Christianity and his interest in science,
slthough his love of comtort, material and spiniual prechudes more indepth analysis
or consideration! Rut the role of religion and science remains unclear. In a genze
where sxplanations are essential, o solutions are offered regarding Grenouiltle's

motivations for creating hiz perfume, nor is hiz amaorality explained,




Tt is no coincidence that the structute and compilation of Siiskind’s novel echocs the
process by which perfitmes are mamstactured. It is a novel filled with [erary
aljusions, from Goethe to Hoffman™, containing numerous puns, doublc meanings
and more minor ambiguities which il was not possible 10 examine within the seape of
this essay. These arc briefly walled before the reader, almost as Grenouille catches
whiffs of scents before the thread leaves him, serving to make text deliberately
ambijruous. “The playtulness which permeates, demonsitated in red herrings such as
the cxact dates for Grenouille™s lite, the histortcal context full of real everts such as
sccounts of the war® and his name mealing frog in French, neither of which have any
relevance and yet which frick the rcader into sceing them as clues, further complicates

thig®,

In a deliberntely post-modern twist, moat of the guestions raised remain unanswered
atd ambipuous, making it difficult for the reader to draw the concrete conclusions and
represenlalion of vniversal moref troths. Instead we are left with a series of moral
comndrums regardiop the message and meaning of the novel as a whole, echoing
postmodernity”s rojection many of the certainties and absolute (ruths expounded by
modernity. Neitiier the mative behind Cirenouille’s creation of the scent nor the
reasons for his amorality sre provided. The idea of Grenouilte's animal of
supernaturef existence, soclety’s responsibiiity and the nafire of his arlisiic genius are
taised, butl the roles of these are never defined. Perhaps the reader iz being placed in
the rofe of detective and 1eR lo answer his own questions 1o order to answor bis own

gucstions. Perhaps the novel Is more a playful refiisad to produce the explanations and

= Tyan, fudith, “The I*roblam of Pastiche: Pririck Sikind's Dar Paien”, The (ermun
{varferip (1990 p3Y6-308
* Stiskind, Patrick, Das Pavfien: die (Geschichie wirey Mirders, Zurich, Diogoncs Yerlag, (F985)p16%




messages we expecl and scek rom such a complox stary, feasing the reader by
provoking questions with no angwers, Certainly no clarification of this is offtred by

Siiskind.
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