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			Patrick Süskind was born in Ambach, Bavaria, in 1949 and is the son of a journalist. He began writing after studying history in Munich and Aix-en-Provence, but only began publishing his work later in life. His play The Double Bass, which was first performed in 1981, takes the form of a monologue by a musician whose life revolves solely around his instrument. This was followed by the publication of his novel Perfume: The Story of a Murderer (1985), which was enormously successful, and The Pigeon (1987), which tells the story of a security guard who keeps his life meticulously organised in order to avoid the unexpected. Süskind has also worked as a screenwriter for television, and his writing stands out for its masterful portrayals of isolated individuals and their obsessions. He is a very private individual, and generally shuns the media spotlight. 

		


		
			PERFUME: THE STORY OF A MURDERER

			A MASTERFUL TRIBUTE TO THE SENSE OF SMELL

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Süskind, P. (2010) Perfume: The Story of a Murderer. Trans. Woods, J. E. London: Penguin.

					1st edition: 1985

					Themes: smell, obsession, murder, talent, insanity, solitude, compulsion

			

			Perfume: The Story of a Murderer is set in 18th-century France. It follows the life of an outcast orphan with an extraordinary sense of smell, who becomes a serial killer in order to create an irresistible perfume.

			The novel dominated German bestseller lists for several years after its release. More than 400 000 copies were sold during its first year in print, and the story has been translated into over 40 languages. 

		


		
			SUMMARY 

			GRENOUILLE’S CHILDHOOD

			On 17 July 1738, at the market in the Cimetière des Innocents in Paris, a fishmonger gives birth underneath a stall. She assumes that the child is stillborn, like those that she has had before, and she abandons it. But the baby is alive and begins to cry, attracting attention from passers-by. The mother is sentenced to death for infanticide and executed. The child is named Jean-Baptiste and left with a wet-nurse. However, she is troubled by the infant’s lack of scent, and places him in the care of a monk, who then leaves him with the strict Madame Gaillard, who takes unwanted children in for money. While Grenouille is in her care, the other children take an instinctive dislike to him, which leads them to mistreat him and even attempt to suffocate him. During this time, the young boy becomes aware of his keen sense of smell, and begins to develop an interest in scents. 

			When Jean-Baptiste is about eight years old, a callous leather-worker called Grimal takes him on as an apprentice. The tanneries emit putrid smells, but curiously this does not bother Grenouille. However, the work there is demanding, and the young apprentice contracts anthrax, which he unexpectedly survives. His sense of smell continues to develop as he roams the streets of Paris, and it is not long until his mental catalogue of the city’s smells is complete.

			THE TURNING POINT

			On the evening of 1 September 1753, the teenage Grenouille catches a whiff of an unusual smell that utterly overwhelms him. He traces it to its source, and finds a young girl peeling Mirabelle plums on rue des Marais. He is consumed with an obsessive desire to possess this scent, and strangles the girl to death. Intoxicated by her fragrance, he eagerly inhales the fading scent of her corpse until it disappears. This moment determines the course of the rest of Grenouille’s life, which is defined by his pursuit of a singular goal: to become the best perfumer in the world. In thrall to his senses, which he cannot control, he decides that he needs to learn the tricks of the trade.

			Grenouille is not yet aware that he has no body odour of his own, and he has no idea that he will kill dozens of people to extract their scent and make the ultimate fragrance, which will utterly captivate anyone who smells it. 

			THE APPRENTICESHIP AT THE PERFUMERY

			Grenouille manages to find work as an apprentice to Giuseppe Baldini, a master perfumer. At his boutique on the Pont au Change, Jean-Baptiste works from instinct to create new fragrances which bring his employer great commercial success. It does not bother him that his boss is exploiting him to make money and that he claims to have created the perfumes that he sells: the only thing the teenager cares about is being able to use the workshop. He learns the technique of distillation, which allows scents to be extracted from flowers. However, it cannot be used to capture the scents of inanimate objects such as metals and glass, which is a source of immense frustration for Grenouille until Baldini tells him that it can be done using other techniques, which are taught in the town of Grasse in southern France. This news revives Jean-Baptiste straightaway. In order to be accepted in Grasse as a student, he will first need to gain the status of partner, which his employer agrees to grant him after exploiting him for three more years. Jean-Baptiste therefore leaves Paris in 1756. 

			THE SEARCH FOR THE PERFECT ESSENCE

			During his journey to Grasse, Grenouille is increasingly repelled by the smell of humans. He avoids villages and his disgust drives him to take shelter in a cave at Plomb du Cantal, an isolated area in Auvergne. He spends seven years living as a hermit, during which time he reviews his mental inventory of smells and recalls all the scents that he has come across, particularly that of the young girl on rue des Marais. One day, Jean-Baptiste dreams of his own scent, which terrifies him. When he discovers that he does not have one, he decides to leave the cave. This also leads to the realisation that his lack of body odour has allowed him to go unnoticed in the past, and he therefore decides to make a perfume to use as a substitute. 

			On his return to civilisation, Grenouille meets the Marquis de la Taillade-Espinasse, a scientist who uses him to prove his theories. Grenouille also throws himself into his own experiments and begins to understand the control that smells exert over the human mind. This gives him renewed determination to pursue his goal: to create a perfume capable of dominating and enslaving people. 

			COLLECTING SCENTS

			Upon his arrival in Grasse, Grenouille begins working at Madame Arnulfi’s, where his colleague Druot (Madame Arnulfi’s lover) teaches him the technique of enfleurage. Jean-Baptiste embarks on his own experiments with the goal of perfecting his knowledge, and discovers that this method makes it possible to extract odours from living beings.

			Moreover, Grenouille is captivated by the scent of Laure Richis, the daughter of the second consul, which he considers far superior to that of the little Parisian girl he killed some years previously. In his quest for the perfect perfume, he begins to collect the scents of pretty young virgin girls: to do so, he kills 24 girls. Grasse is seized by fear. Fearing for his daughter’s life, Richis spirits her far away from the town, but Jean-Baptiste, who is convinced that he needs Laure’s scent, catches up with them and kills her. 

			GRENOUILLE’S FAILURE

			Grenouille is arrested a few days later, but he has time to make his masterpiece, thanks to the young girl’s scent, along with those of his other victims. On the scaffold, Jean-Baptiste pours a tiny drop of his perfume on himself, and the effect is immediate: the spectators are so overwhelmed that they lose all control, and an immense orgy breaks out around the scaffold. This shows that in spite of his own loathing for humanity, Grenouille has been able to create a perfume capable of inspiring love in others. However, he remains emotionless even when surrounded by the ecstasy he has induced. Perceived as a pure being, he is acquitted. Laure’s father even adopts him, but Grenouille returns to Paris. 

			In Paris, Jean-Baptiste reflects on his failure: in addition to the fact that he will always hate humanity, he will never have his own scent, and therefore no identity of his own. Life seems to have lost all meaning for him, so he decides to return to his birthplace. In the early hours of 26 June 1767, surrounded by thieves, criminals and beggars, he pours the entire bottle of his perfume over himself. Everyone around him is stupefied, believing they have seen an angel, and they are overwhelmed by an irresistible desire to seize and possess him. His assailants tear his body to pieces and devour it, leaving no trace of Jean-Baptiste Grenouille.

		


		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			JEAN-BAPTISTE GRENOUILLE

			Grenouille was abandoned by his mother, who thought he was stillborn. During his childhood, he never received any real attention or an education from anyone. Tossed from one person to another, he ended up withdrawing into himself.

			His inability to fit in

			Jean-Baptiste Grenouille almost seems to have been born cursed. This is made clear to the reader right from the start of the novel, which begins by relating the circumstances of his birth. To describe his relationships with other people as complicated would be a tremendous understatement: over the course of his childhood, he is passed from one caretaker to another, before being sent to a tannery and then to a perfumery. His presence always creates unease, and he is constantly rejected. His first wet-nurse believes him to be a child of the devil; Father Terrier is disquieted when the baby seems to start scenting the air around him; Madame Gaillard’s boarders try to kill him; and Madame Gaillard herself believes he has the mystical power of second sight.

			While the other characters all feel differently around Grenouille (unease, fear, distrust), they all eventually reject him. However, he has no desire to be loved and accepted: he hates people, and particularly detests the way they smell: “Most liberating for him was the fact that other people were so far away” (p. 120). This misanthropic streak even drives him to spend seven years living in a cave.

			He then discovers why he has constantly been rejected: he does not have his own scent. Since he has no body odour, other people do not sense him approaching: “From his youth on, he had been accustomed to people passing him and taking no notice of him whatever, not out of contempt – as he had once believed… but because they were quite unaware of his existence” (pp. 157-158).

			All of this means that he is utterly unable to fit into the world around him: for many years, he is unable to understand society or why he is constantly met with rejection, while society is unable to understand him or recognise him as a human being in return. Similarly, he is unable to understand the natural laws of the world (such as the difference between good and evil), and no one ever bothers to teach them to him.

			His appearance

			Throughout his life, Grenouille contracts many illnesses that deform his body, but strengthen his spirit. His ugliness is mentioned many times: 

			“He could eat watery soup for days on end, he managed on the thinnest milk, digested the rottenest vegetables and spoiled meat. In the course of his childhood he survived the measles, dysentery, chicken pox, cholera, a twenty-foot fall into a well and a scalding with boiling water poured over his chest. True, he bore scars and chafings and scabs from it all, and a slightly crippled foot left him with a limp, but he lived. […] He required a minimum ration of food and clothing for his body” (pp. 21-22). 
“[H]e contracted anthrax, a disease feared by tanners and usually fatal. […] But contrary to all expectation, Grenouille survived the illness. All he bore from it were scars from the large black carbuncles behind his ears and on his hands and cheeks, leaving him disfigured and even uglier than he had been before” (p. 33).

			Nevertheless, if anyone looks at him while he is wearing his perfume, they will only see the illusion of perfect beauty. Humans see with their eyes, but they also have complete confidence in what their nose tells them, and Grenouille takes advantage of this fact to bewitch them: 

			“Grenouille stood there and smiled. Or rather, it seemed to the people who saw him that he was smiling, the most innocent, loving, enchanting, and at the same time most seductive smile in the world. But in fact it was not a smile, but an ugly, cynical smirk that lay upon his lips […] small, hunchbacked, lame, ugly, shunned, an abomination within and without” (p. 248).

			His sense of smell

			Bizarrely, Grenouille does not give off any scent of his own, but he is gifted with an extraordinary sense of smell. He develops this almost supernatural talent at a young age; in fact, his first words are about the sources of the smells around him: “fishes”, “Pelargonium”, “goat stall”, “savoy cabbage” and “Jacqueslorreur” (p. 24). Nothing else matters to him, only the things he can smell. He soon starts using his sense of smell in an almost systematic way, etching the name of each smell into his mind: “He drank in the aroma, he drowned

			
			
			His name

			
			
			OTHER CHARACTERS

			
			
					His mother, who tries to abandon him, is guillotined. 

					Madame Gaillard sells Grenouille to Grimal, casting aside her moral principles. She dies at the Hotel-Dieu, sharing her bed with five other women, which she had dreaded her whole life. 

					Grimal, the leather worker, only cares about profit. He appreciates the irreplaceable Grenouille, but he houses him like an animal. He sells his pieceworker to Baldini, drinks all the money away and lets himself go, even though this goes against all his principles, before dying from a fall.

					Giuseppe Baldini, the master perfumer, thinks of his young competitors as imposters who are only in it for the money. However, he also passes off Jean-Baptiste’s genius as his own to make himself rich. After Grenouille’s departure, his house on the Pont au Change collapses and he is crushed. 

					The Marquis de la Taillade-Espinasse, who has a passion for scientific theories, uses Grenouille to dupe a judging panel and convince them of his theories. With Jean-Baptiste having fled, the Marquis remains absorbed in his research. Convinced of the truth of his own lies, he travels to the Pic du Canigou to prove them and disappears there. 

					Madame Arnulfi, a cheerful widow, and Druot, her lover, only employ one worker: Grenouille. Their business is only able to stay afloat because of his incredible talent and the fact that he works himself to the bone, day and night, but they are the ones who benefit. At the end of the novel, Druot is executed in Jean-Baptiste’s place, leaving Arnulfi even more alone and impoverished than before.

			

			
			GRENOUILLE’S VICTIMS
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