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The novel Perfiome, by the German writer Patrick Siiskind, portrays the fictional story
ol a murderer, from his hirth in a pulrd slum in eighteenth contury Paris, to his final glory and
shocking death. Allhough he has no seent of his own, Jean-Baptiste Grenouille was born with
a remarkable sense of smell. After a miscrable and extremely sad childhouod, he eventually
apptentices himsell to a perfumer and learns this ancient art with passion and fervor.
Determined to create (he best perfinme in the world and have humankind al his foct, the
arrogant Grenonille is ready o do anything so as to execute s plans. His obsossion leads him
to kill: only the smell of sume virgin youny girls can help produce the “heavenly” scent. As
the story goes on, the reader witnosses some dreadfal murders which Grenouille, deeply
distarbed and (rouble minded, is responsible for. Lhe reader is submerged into an cvil, dark
covironment, where sexuality and death, crime and passion are aflied, and where sip leads to
personal triumph. Freudian psychoanalysis can shed some Hght on the ambiguous character
Grenouille, and help us uuderglﬂn(i the different slates of mind that leads him (o munder.

fean-Raptiste Grenouilie was bom on July 17, 1738 in Paris, “on the most putrid spot
in the whole kingdom.” this dark, ploomy and émclly spot seems lo foreshadow a sad,
depressing fulure for the innoceni baby. Grenouville’s birthday is connected with a strong,

fatid smell of death and decomposition: “The heat lay lcaden upon the graveyard, squeezing
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ils poirelying vapor, a Mend of rotting melon, asd the fetid odor of burnt animal horn, out into
the nearby alleys.” From the very beginning, il seems that Grenoudle and odors are deeply
conuected. The author insists on the importance of this smelly environment that surrounds
Grennuifle as a baby. "This carly description is meaningful. lndeed, smells, odors, “perfinmes”
are cenfral slemenis of the story, and are playing o major pat in the murders that follow.
Also, his mother does not weleome Grenouitle™s birth, Bhe is hessella muorderer and got rid of
her past four babies. (Girenowille is the fitth and she wished “if were already over”. From the
start, not only was Grenouilfe borm in a potrid slum that portrays him more as an animal than
a human baby, but also he is not meant to “be” al all. His mother has long before planned to
kill “the nowhorn thing™. Tlowever, she is quickly amested and decapitated, and Grenouille
survives., From a psychoanalytic point of view, the reader can predict that Grenouille migh!
become 3 murder himself since most of the kids reproduce their puarents’ crimes or
weaknesses. I[n addition, aconrding to Freud’s theory oo psychoanslysis, we can link (he
singster, trovble mindocd murderer Grenouille with (he _E'act he had an cxircincly sad, difficult
chiklhood. After his mother's decapitation, Grenouifle is given {0 a sorics of wef nurses,
Unfortunately, hiz bad luck seems to follow him, for “he had already chanped wot nurscs
three imes.™ Anyway, no matter what the problem really is al this point, he docs nol reecive
any love, any afleciion whatsosver. 1t seems that this is something else than “bad luck”, and
thizs looks more like a cutse: something might be wrong with Grenouifle himsett: “No one
wanted to keep it for more than a couple of days.™ Grenouille “sucks as much as two habies™,
which foreshadows his greediness and selfishness as an adult, Iater in the story. Then, his last
wot narse gives him to Father Verricr. Unfortunately, he iz atbaid of him, too, Grenouille’s
dog-tike sense of smell scarcs Father Terrier away, [or he has the impression the baby is

staring al him 1hrough his nose. Father Ferrier cventually undorstands the bizatre, mysicrious
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words pronounced by he nume: “He doesn™ smell at all He’s possessed by the devil.” The
haby is then given 1o Madame Gaillard, who docs not care so much about Grenowille's bizarre
condition, The olher kils iry {o suflocale the baby several {imes, for they are scared of him.
They fil cach time: Grenouille might have some kind of supernatural powers. The fact that
he is #n cxeeptional heing or that he mirhi pot b human at all, presents him as a2 separate
entity #nd increases his isolalion and solitude. kn olher words, Grepouille’s having no seent of
his own makes him “a monster™. Although he has an incomparable, alnost supematural scnsc
of smcll, nobody ever carcs For Grenouille. He remains an aulcasi his whoele childhood. e
does not know what love means since be never recelved any. Therefore, be mighl understand
“hate™ beller, asd confines himself in dark, sinisler thoughts, M we apply Freud®s theory of
reprossed desires inde Grenouille’s slory, it boeamcs clear that he might have repressed his
fectings and most persanal desires during his childhood. His numerous and atrocions murders
might be “responscs to frauma”, the results of an “inside™ crisis during which his hidden
festings come out: his angrincss, his protbund sense of isolation, his hate for people and
hamanking in gencral, He iz clearly fzcing a batlle belween his “epo® (conscious selfy and his
“id” (unconsclous sel), which rosulis in the cominge oul of his “id”, in other words, of the
expression of his scorct thoughts., Those strong feciings, which have been kept secrat for so
krng, “explode™ in all of their horrifying conscquences,

Crepowille’™s bizarre atffude towards seauality can also be infterpreted using a
psychoanalysis approach, Tt iz important to notice that he decs not have a sexuality, Tn fact,
the {ext nover mendions any specilic momentls when he actually has some kind of sexual
activily. The reader nssumes that Grenouville is 2 virgin, and might romain one his whele life.
However, if we look closer to the text, and if we use Freud’s theory an sexuality, Grenouille

seems (0 experience sexund feelings, even though he does not actually bave a “genilal”
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sexuality: “Froud insigted that sexuality was evidend throughou! Eis, from childhood on. “The
encrgy of scxvality is far from exclusively genital; il can also be anal or oral” Freud nofcd,
and “ii can also be digplaced onto fetish objecls or substitutcs that replace carly desired
ﬂhjcﬂs.“] Grenauille, who is an owteasl and romaing vory much apart fiom people, might be
scarcd from genital sexuality. People have always despised him his whole childhood, and
therefore he has always hated them in return. In addilion, Grenouille's sexval activitics might
be seen s “perverse”. When Grenouflc commits his first murder and expresses his “sexual
appetite”, he is stitl a young boy. Therefore, his sexual activities do not have a reproductive
function, as Traud argucs:

“Nar do T complain if you find the kinship between infimiile sexual activily and sexual
perversions something very striking, But it is in facl selfevident: iFa child has a sexual lite at
all B is hound to be of & perverse kind: for excepd For a {ow abscure hints children are without

what makes seomality into the reproductive fenction. On the other hand, the abandonment of
the reproductive finction is the common [alore of alf perversions, We actually describe a
sexual activity as perverse i it has given up lbe aim of reproduction and pursucs the
aftainment of pleasore as an aim independent of it.”
During his sinis{er journcy when he “chases™ the virgins® body odors, Grenouille’s only aim
is the pursuit of his personal pleasare and satisfaction. According to Treud, his sexuslity is &
crime, and the result of a perverse mind. There are no actual dizlogies from his childhood that
are mentioned in the text, and we assume that be barcly {aked, living in his own bubble and
spending his time exploiling his incomparable sense of smell. Living in such a mental and

physical selation [rom people, causes him o become ascxual, Novertheloss, his {iss murder

! Rivkin, Julic, and Michas] Myan, eds. Literory Theorys dn drthology, Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers,
TYDH,

* Srend. Introdhactony Lectures on Papekoanalusiz. Notton, 1966, 317,
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seems to imply he has some kind of scanality. As a matter of fact, the way he describes his
{irgt victim--a virgin young givk-is very sexuni: “He smelled that this was a homan being,
smeiled the sweat of her armpits, the oil in her hair, the fishy odor of her genitals, and smelled
it all with the preales! pleasure.” When he smelis the young virgin, it is like he was looking at
bet, ike iF he was “looking™ under her clothes, closer lo her skin, The fact he can smell her so
preciscly, and even her privale parls, bas a very strong sexual suggestion. Grenoville cannot
see hor, he cannol touch her, bul e can smell ber, There i2 a kind of paralkel between the sight
and the amell, Smelling is 2 way of “seeing” for Grenouille. Befors he murders the nnocent
virgin, he smells her even eloser. The smelling act refers to the sexual act, and # is almaost like
he was “raping” her: “He {thrusl his face lo her skin and swopt his flared sosleils across her,
from belly to breast, to neck, over her frce amd hair, and back to her belly, down to ber
genitals, fo her thighs and white fegs.™ The word “genilals” is again vsed. It is clear that
Grenouille is not attracied to a perfume the givt could be wearing, bt clearly o her personal
amell--the one her own body produces. This passage could be veferring to some kind of
animal instincts and drives. Grenouille behaves like n beast that is aftracted to the animalithe
girl's penitals odor, during the period of reproduction. So, mecording to Freud, the smell of
young virgins, which Grenouille wanis lo possess, coull be a fetish or substilite fo genital
semality. Grenouitle does not “reed” any wenilal sexuality and finds gratification in other
sexual aciivities. Purthermore, the fact he does not have a smeli of his own means that nobody
could be sexually attracled lo him. Grenonitic’s powerfid sense of smell isolakes him sexually,
and makes him very frustrated. He “represses™ his sexual Fustration during his childhoad.
This repressed sexuality comes out when he “smells” this yvoung girl: the temptation is oo
strong. He bas to pussess her; in other words he hag to capture hor smoll Besides, Freud®s

theary of “inversion™ might explain why Grenouille does not feel the need for genifal
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sexuality. “Inversion” ocours when unconscious destres are displaced onfo exprossive
activities or compulsive houghis; more specifically whern a hidden fecling is converled into
its opposite. Grenouille, who feels preat animosity towards bis disiant and selfish moiher {she
tried to assassinate him when he was bom, and she was decapitated because of her crime),
may convert that feeling into its opposite, a fantasy (hal all women arc themsclves mean and
unwoithy ol his love.

Psychoanalysis can also help interpred some passages when Grenonille dreams. Freud
believed {hat the unconscious exprosscs itsclf in the form of dreams. At night, the ego does
not have much power over the id: therelore the repressed desires can be expressed. After
Grenouille has {inished his appreatice al Giuscppe Baldint's and when he masters the ancient
art of making a perfume, he decides fo leave, Tis journey lzads him fo Les Cévennes, st the
volcano Plomb du Cantal. There, he ends up living like 2 hermit, in the despest isplation and
solitude. {nce, he dreams thal his pulrid cave turns into a rich castle: “Tt lay in a rock-strown
degort, enncealed by dunes, surrounded by a marshy oasis, and sct behind stone walls, B could
be reached only from the ar ™ Grenouille’s castle, being away fom civifzalion and Fom
humankind, relocts his scnse of isofation. {Ie has heen a solitary being all his life. He has
learned o Hve and o survive on his own, withont anybody's help. For the youny man, [ilo
means hard work, sorvival, and starvation. ‘There is no love In Grenouille’s workl, Bow could
he know what fove is, when he never received any? How coull he be willing (o Hve amang
hutnans, when none of them ever showed him some kind of sympathy? Aller he learns how fo
tmasler (ke art of making perfiumes at Baldini’s, Grenouille might enter a stage of transifivn.
He is not ready yet to creale the pecfome that wounld make people love him and worship him.
After all, he has learned how 0 live withont them, why would he need any love now? So,

Grenouille’s dream-caste reflecis his anlipathy towards ctvilization: “it could be reached only
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from he alr”™ Some scrvants are living in this castle bui they are “invisible, inlangibic,
inaudible, and above all inodorous.”, which again expresses Grenouille’s hate and disgusl for
humankind, Also, hig drcam proves that he suffers from ap klenlity crisis: “Grenouilie, no
lonwet Gronowille the Great, but only the quite private Grenouille, or simply dear little Jean-
Bapliste,” Tn his dream, he is not “Grenouiile the Greal™, the fictional character he created fo
persuade himscli that he cowdd achicwe “great™ things in life, bul be i Joan-Baptiste
(henonille, the real Grenouille, the one who was born in poverty and strugples to survive his
miserable life. In his dream, Grenouille becomes a rich man; he lives in a huge castle: “it had
a thousand private rooms and a thousand underpround chamboers and a thousand clepant
salons,” The repetition of “thousand™ couveys Grenouille’s ambilion to make il in (his life,
and it alzo creates a clear pap hetween his actual life (he bves In a humid, dirty spot b &
narrow funncl down a mountain) and the life he dreawms to have {(being o wealthy gentleman,
Hving in & rich and Rixurious mansion). Who he wants to become is clearly the opposite of
whia he is now. Tn additing, this dream also reflects Grenouille®s repressed sexus! desives. The
whole dream comld be seen a5 a metaphor for “repression™, which is a PFreudian lerm.
Grenouilke {rics Lo got eid of his scxual urpes, which are totally unacceptable in social life.
Living in the mouniaing, in the middic of nowhere, away from people, conld not he a better
way for him fto “repress™ his sexual desircs. However, when be dreatns, his id and his cgo
come infe conflict, and all his repressed feelings come oul. While living in this imaginary
castie, Grenonille dreams that he possesses “thousands™ of scents: the scenls from his
chiidhood, odors of his schooldays, cdors of the sirects, and, last bui not least, “the mos!
splendid of all: the scent of the girf Gom the ree dos Marais.,” The “girt from the rue des
Marais™ is the one Greoouille murdered, in order to “capture™ her divine and exquisite scoat.

We have said previously ihal, according to Freud’s essay “On sexuality”, Gronouitle’s
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capturing this young vigin's scén{ corld be translated as a way of “possessing” the girl's
genitals’ odor. ‘Therefore, Grenouille’s dream reflects Gremouille’s scxmal appetie, and
foreshadows his following murders, by showing that he's unable to pet rid of his sexual
frustration. Last bul nol east, Grenonille’s final glory proves he was only seeking for sexual
pleasure. Al lhe end of the novel, when he manages to ¢nstave his ecnemics who are undor the
charm of his new perfiune, #t becomes clear that Grenonille is 2 porverled man. His perfiime
hag a terrible impact on them; they do not see Greoouille as a murderer any longer bl a3 a
kind of God. People’s euphoria is so inlense that they become as perverted as Grenouille is,
CGrenouille finds sexual salisfaction in assisling o this rovolting orgy: “respectable women
ripped open their blouses, bared their breasls, cried owl hysicrically, and threw themschves on
the ground with skirts hitched high.”

Hesides, the faot that Grenouille dreams of fiving in & huge cestle, with “invisible,
inaudible” servianls al his Rcl, reveals that he is vory narcissist and sclf-conlered. Narcissism
is ancther major theory amony Freud's works on peychoanalysis. Marcissism is a “Freudian
term, drawn ffom the Greek myth of Narcissus, indicating an exclusive self-absorption.™
When he meets {he perfumer Balding for the Grsl time, in Patis, Grenownilke knows Lhat Baldini
is nol a great perfiimer any longer. The young boy thinks that his own genins could help
Baldini become prosperous and successtizl apain, Even before Baldint accepts him as his new
spprentice, Grenouille, who Is very self-contident, knows that he is going o get the job, and
that this is enly the beginning of his own immensc succcss: “He was overcome by the iden
that he belonged here and nowhers else, that he would stay here, that from here, he would
shake the world from its foundations.™ Se, at a very young age, Grenouille, who is aware of

his own remarkable sense of smell, develops a narcissist personatity, He knows that, once he

! The Columbia Electronic Encyelopedia. 6" ed. Columbia Tnivorsily Press, 2005,
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maslers all the techniques, be will not remain in Baldini®s shadow, and will bosome

sucecssful on kis own, In addition, after he murders the first vitgin, Grenouille has no regret

al all. On the conlraty, “never before in his lite had he known whal happiness was.” e is

ecsiatic, it a slale of pure bliss and delight, The sinister Grenouille is definitely living in his
owt world of sinful deeds and grucsome desires, Killing the mnocent young girl from the ruc
des Marais makes him rcalive (hatl he wants (o creaie The “master scenl™-the exquisite perfinne
that will enablc him (o enslave people. Grenoutlle’s aropant personality is revealed: “He feolt
as if he finally knew who he was: nothing less then a genius.” He thinks that without 2 dounbt
he can be a beifer petfumer thae anybody else: “He alone in all the world possessed the means
o carty it offt namely, his exquisite nose, his phenomenal memory. ™ Sskind puts forward

Grenpuilic's narcissisi behavior: “He alone in all the world™; “He muost become a cregtor of

sconts™; “And nol just an average one. Bul, rather, the meatest perfumer of al time.” Tn his
cssay aboul natcissism, Freud noles {hal an individual with a narcissist personality disorder
has an exapgeraled sense of his own unigueness and exceptionality, which iz the cuse of
Grenouille. Grenonille believes he can become the greatest pesfumer of adt times, e has lost
sense of realify; his aspirations are [ar oo biy [or a little, poor man Hke him. Also, this
extreme eonfidence can be a result of his childbood, when nobody ever believed in him and
when hic was living in a profound isolation. Grenouille might have built & barrier hetwoen
himselt and the othors, so ag to protoct himself, This is {roe that he huss @ unigue sense of smell
and an exceptional memory of all the scents, bt Grenouille’s aspirations prove be has a
narcissist personality, Also, a narcissist individval tends to beeome antisocial, to show a lack
of sympathy, amd to takc advanlage of olhers in order lo be successtul. This is the case of the
seif-cenicred Grenouille who wsecs young virging (he kills severn! dowens of them in the town

of Gragse) in order o crealc the best perfume (hat i 1o be made of each pirl*s odor, Grenouille
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chooses to live in the mounlains of Ies Cévennes, because nobody can disturb him there. His

own scnse of unigueness becomncs excessive, which proves he suffers from an antisocial

personality disorder: “Iie was {rely completely alone! He was the only human being in the
world?” Besides, Grenauille tries (o construct an ideal tmage of himseif. ile wanis to be
“Crrenouillc the Great™: a kind of God people would bave to worship: “They would leve him
as they siood under the spefl of his scent, not just aceept him 23 one of them, but fove him to
the poind of insanity, of selfabandonment, they would yuiver with defight, scream, weep for
bliss, they would sink to their knees, just as if under God’s cold inccnse.” This narcissist
personatity confirms Grenouille's “super egu”. In Freud's three-part mode!l of the mind, the id
and the ego have to interacl with the “saper ego”. Grenouille develops 2 super-ego, maybe
because of the painful process of repression, in order 1o bave a bedler, ideal image of his selll
He has suifered afl his life from his bad image: an ugly, pecoliar individual, with no smell of
his own Now, he is looking for some kind of revenge. He wanls lo be God: somebody people
love and admire with passion. |

In addition, the theme of the double is central fo the novel, and can be inlerproted
through Freud®s psychoanalysis. Tn order to seduce people, Grenouille decides fo create a
hiissful perfinne “that whoever smelied it would be enchanted and with his whole heart woukl
have to love him.” Grenonille could atiract people, maybe the entire world, thanks to his own
smcih. Behind the heavenly smell he woull have, there would still remain the sinister, evil
Grenonille. 1o other words, Grenouifle would be “God” fom Lhe ooiside and the Pevil deep

inside, Grenouille ihen becomes a “double™ man, He wanis to atiract and fool people only to

fultitl his personal aspirations. Ile is delermined to gel their love only to control them better:
“[ e gaid to himsclf that he wanted (o do it becausce he was evil, thoroughly evil.” The creation

of this smell ittvolves the scents of several virging and implies Grenouille fas to kill dozens of
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young girls. This idyllic perfume catnot be created without some evil crimes. Also, when
Crenonille meets the marquis de La Taillade-Espinasse, who helps him recover fom the

seven years he spent in a eave, his “double™ image is going 10 beeome more obvious. Indeed,

Grenouille lovks more 1ike a wild beast than a human being aller the seven yeats he spont
living outside civilization. Thanks (0 the marquis® help, Grenouille's face is clesner and he
inoks like a human beiag again, even fike a real genticman, When he looks at himself in the

mirar for the first time, Grenouifle becomes aware of his “self”, but at the sama time, the

“gentleman in the mivror” looks like a stranger to him. Stskind’s use of the mirvor reinforces

Girenouille’s double personality, and reveals that a devilish, sinful Grenouille is hiding bshind
this “adorless figure dressed and made up like a man®. Grenouille is putting on a mask. He
wants to forget the old Grenouille. Now, he is Grenouitle the Great, the one people are going

to love. However, even though people love him when they are under the charm ol his smell,

Grenouille Gods no salisfzotion at afl, He has heen waiting all his life for people to love him,
bat their love becommes imlelerable, for Grepowille does not love them in return, In fact, he

hetes them stifl, and does not wand o teccive any ove fram them, He realizes his mistake, He

wanted to create a vnique sceni which people could fall in love him, Grenouille wants his
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revenge from humankind in general. Tle would like to be loved for the first time in his lifs,

i after haviny spend his childhood in great poverly amd lack of any sifleciion. Bul Grenouille is

pure evil he hates “love™ in general. Since he is nof able o “give™ love, he cannot accept

. — L e e s

love. tle wishes people coukl actually understand thast the perfume he is wearing 5 just
subterfuge. He would like them to see him as the real evil. But it is too latc. Even the father of
one of the girls Grenouille killed is “deceived by his mask™ Also, the reason why Grenouille
has a split porsonality could be his ack of scent, Grenouille lacks a seonf; which means hat

he lzcks an identity of his own. His chase of the ulfimate scent will enable him to have a body
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odar, and be accepted by others. In other wourds, having a body odor of his own will make him
fully human. Besides, not only is Grenouille’s pursuit of the perfect scenl a way of satislying
his sexual urges, it it can also be viewed as an attempt to be fully uman, lo be one and
camplete porson.

Theretore, Grenauille’s complex personafily and sinful drives can be better undersiomd
ihanks {0 a Freudisn psychoanalytic analysis. Grenouilie’s miserable and depressing
chillhood causes him Lo repress all his desires and feelings: sexual uepes, dreams of a better,
ideal {ie and the secrel hope to be loved. Later on, Grencuille’s sexual fusiration and quest
to create a unigue perfime lead him {o murdce. Aficr an unsuccessful attempt to live outside
civilization in a cave where he cannod perform his atrocious crimes, Grenonitle comes back to
“reality™ under the “mask™ of a gentleman in order to ‘seduce’ peaple and enslave the human
race. Besides, Perfume’s main characior cannot reject his sexual desires and he chooses to
pursue selsatistaction and pleasure. This Frendian interpretation explaing why Grenouille is

driven to madness, while revealing a slunsing truth about human ratare.
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