
Diagram of Perfume 

 

For thirty years, I have dedicated myself  

to the pursuit of a strange and marvelous science: 

the geometry of perfume. 

I know the first point 

from which derives the lines of life, 

the center of universal sensualism which sought 

propitious sense 

because the olfatory is the axis of elemental motives 

and it is the diagram of the world we all seek to discover.  

Ah, not all of us know the softest aromas, 

those that interfere with barometers, 

uphold the void, and through their ondulance one divines 

the nearness of faint rain, the distilled caw of blackbirds, 

the vestiges of violets hidden 

within the grass of sleep, 

the quickening pulse of the hottest hours, 

the contact of hands saying goodbye 

and the graceful curves rising past oblivion. 

Until where one can take the heart for 

a restless and disconsolate nose? 

Until when can one approach the gurgling spring traveling  

in the earliest cloud of childhood. 

Until when does one need the idiom 

invented by the nostrils 

where pity undergoes its apprenticeship 

in the Bishop Hummingbird that administers confirmation to the flowers,  

and where the chemical sense of purity is born, 

kept inside small jars of essence 

just like the death of the butterfly 



through the immutable clay. 

Ah, I can neither narrate nor explain 

all of the great engagements of perfume 

without embarking on a detailed study, 

nor saying which are the juxtaposed angles 

like the first words 

in the magical book of this essence, 

nor indicate its dimensions, 

because it is a task reserved for angels: 

a passion the world exercises without experiencing their chains; 

only death tesitifies their actions 

without mutilating their musical score.  

Oh, only violent odors are human, 

blood which awakens feelings 

of vengence and hatred, 

the cheap perfumes of public women, 

and the rats deep within trenches that  

squealed and scampered, announcing the imminent  

asphyxiating gasses,  

the heavy and ancient embroidered drapes, 

cherished closets, 

rugs and fragrance of old portraits.  

All of the family relics, 

grief lacking today’s musuems, 

and everything that smells and which is called history.  

The carbonic lash which couldn’t stand 

the drilling of the earth, 

the slimy currents that pursue goldmines, 

the bastion of undercuts of gold and soft coal, 

the eponymous proletariats, 

the sense that one can farm only 



in the same conditions; 

the combinations that are made 

with the acids discovered every day, 

the unbearable and acrid emission from wastes: 

the stink from rancid dwellings, 

the cremation of cadavers, 

surgery, skin grafts, legal abortions.  

Worse when the fluids unfold 

in the name of humiliated peoples, 

and all of Sadness puffs up to the atmosphere 

and they imagine her as a disheveled and bent on vengence; 

nature as she advances is like that, 

with steady gait, and quickly. 

I tell you all: there are sentiments which don’t know God.  

Ah, it’s fitting that the earliest men 

understood the sectors of the forest, 

circumscribed by sandal wood and vanilla,  

and following the sublime luxe of spilled wine, 

until there exists fixed ideas about the heliotrope, 

about the benzoin and the cape jasmines 

clustered within pretty vignettes: 

the sentimental, shallow labels within perfumeries, 

glasses with elaborate engravings.  

In short, everything living and indiscreet,  

and pathos saturated with civilization, 

even the humble cinnamon dusting homemade desserts, 

or in the incense spreading aroma within temples, 

or the sulfur frightening off the cockroaches, 

and which exterminates insects, 

the gunpowder turning each man’s life into a lottery number, 

the dung which invigorates the colorist’s flora and fauna, 



the fire from artificial castles, 

the rainbow’s dove and the rose of the winds. 

Ah, it would prove a long while to list so many jests, 

all of the bad moves which perfume makes 

at the expense of men.  

Ah, it would prove too long, for perfume 

possesses innumerable reminiscences, 

like the aroma of memory or death 

captured in the odor of holiness; 

because perfume receives its instructions 

from the four elements, from the four seasons, 

from the four cardinal points, 

because it knows the tricks of nature  

and wins the bets played on space, 

because it’s desperate 

among unleashed and voracious elements, 

soft and kind among roses, 

menacing and lewd in the sea,  

chaste and tame among the almond trees. 

And, no matter what, perfume is always 

unusual and spontaneous,  

because events occuring in the future 

have yet to be recognized; 

because perfume is time’s herald, 

and a threat to what is unknown, 

for the one who educates the sense of smell 

is closer to death, 

and there resides an idea about life 

in each idea awakening perfume. 

 

Rafael Méndez Dorich (Peruvian, 1903-1973) 



Translated by Anthony Seidman   

 
Although born in Argentina, the family of Méndez Dorich shortly moved after his birth to Peru, and Méndez 
Dorich both fully embraced his homeland as much as the Peruvian artists and poets of his generation regarded 
him as a native voice.  Although not as widely celebrated as his contemporaries—such as Vallejo or Carlos 
Oquendo de Amat—poems like his “Diagram of Perfume” have been widely anthologized and praised, and his 
volume Dibujos animados (Cartoons), published in 1936, reveal a poet influenced by the best of vanguardismo 
and Vallejo.  Méndez Dorich led a vibrant political and aesthetic life; raised in a religious household, he toyed 
with the idea of becoming clergy while a youth.  This idea was soon abandoned, and he then worked on a 
sugarcane mill, joined the army and was kicked out of it, suffered imprisonment due to his political ideology, 
and then broke apart from his group due to disagreements over the assasination of Trotsky in Mexico.  By the 
time he died in 1973 in Lima, he had seen his poetry anthologized as one of the leading voices of his generation.      
      

    

   

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


