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My Mother’s Perfume
– by Pascale Petit –

A

Some information about the poet might help learners connect with the poem: she 
was born in France and grew up in France and Wales. Her family heritage is very mixed, 
including French, Welsh and Pakistani.  

The power of smells to evoke vivid memories could be discussed also, in order to 
highlight the rather different way Petit uses the idea here. Discussion of smells which 
remind learners of specific people in their lives might help to focus on the central motif 
of the poem.

In this early section, the perfume seems to come before the mother, rather than evoking 
her memory after the event. The effect of this and why the poet has inverted the idea 
could be discussed here: it is the child’s vivid sense of anticipation which the perfume 
evokes, perhaps, rather than the characteristic smell of her mother.  

The use of ‘jade cloud’ to describe a smell is interesting. What does the image suggest?

The taste of the ‘coins in the bottom of her handbag’ is much more unpleasant and 
striking, unlike the more conventional association of perfume with women. Learners 
may notice that the closer the mother is, the more unpleasant the sense associations 
become and this may highlight the poet’s ambivalence towards her mother’s memory.

B

Candidates may be drawn to either the excited anticipation of the child as her mother 
is on her way, or they may fix more on the girl’s strange fear and the sense of her 
steeling herself in preparation. It’s important that both of these reactions are identified 
as this is what makes the mother’s memory so troubling in the poem as a whole. 

Learners may deduce from this part of the poem that the mother may be a fairly 
infrequent visitor and that the two do not share a home or a conventional mother–
daughter relationship. Some discussion about how these factors may have helped to 
shape the girl’s attitude towards her mother may be useful here – the distance between 
them, possible sources of the fear she seems to feel here, for example.    

C

The lasting impressions from the poet’s childhood may include the sense of privilege 
and wealth suggested by ‘expensive’. The previous impression of exoticism may also be 
reinforced by the rarity and beauty of the orchid used to make the perfume. More subtle 
is the use of ‘daring’ to hint at the fear and apprehension evoked by even the memory of 
her mother.

Activities
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Learners may find the idea that the poet is still ’half-expecting’ her mother reflects an 
underlying anxiety about the relationship or the lasting influence of that relationship 
on her even many years later. There may be some suggestion that the mother has died 
but is almost brought back to life by the power of the sense memory induced by the 
perfume.

Learners’ own impressions of the mother are important to elicit here as the later 
sections may change or adjust these impressions quite subtly. Some may find her 
distant, neglectful, pampered or perhaps indulged. They may find fault with her 
absence as a mother or with the disturbing impact she seems to have on her daughter.

D

It may help learners to make sense of these lines by researching the perfume 
mentioned for the ‘green-gold blossom’ from which it is made and the ‘amber’ colour 
also mentioned here. http://www.guerlain.com/uk/en-uk shows why the perfume was 
named Shalimar and there are images of the orchid used.  

The reference to St Veronica’s veil can be explained by Wikipedia or other online 
resources.

The ‘jade cloud’ used earlier is recalled by ‘the air turned amber’. Learners may find the 
description here creates a different effect – less delicate and perhaps more threatening.

E

The main aim in studying this last section of the poem is to understand the very mixed, 
often contradictory emotions and memories evoked by the mother’s perfume. Better 
learners will resist the urge to ‘pin down’ what the poet feels about and for her mother 
but will see this section as the bringing together of the various and complex strands 
identified earlier.

The perfume image is extended here: the vanilla ‘stings like a cane’ is a shocking 
image – what does it suggest about the mother–daughter relationship? The ‘roses 
and jasmine’ are new ‘top notes’ which the poet can perhaps only sense as an adult – 
learners may speculate about what these extra scents might signify to the poet. 

The impact of the poem’s ending will, and should, be different for different learners. 
Some may see the child as a victim of her mother’s cruelty, that she is lured by her 
mother’s mystery and her own need for love into a situation which is frightening in 
some way. Others may see the mother’s ‘essence spilt’ as an image of her fragility and 
maybe the damage she has herself suffered.
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A rereading of the whole poem should allow learners to track the use of the perfume 
image from the ‘jade cloud’ at the beginning to the ‘essence spilt’ at the end. An 
appreciation of the image as one of the ways in which memories are processed by the 
poet may be elicited but other interpretations and ideas may emerge. The deliberate 
ambiguity of the image and the strange tone of the poem may suggest different and 
equally valid ideas and interpretations.

Look for companion poems which portray unusual relationships between parents and 
children. Consider how these relationships are shown in both poems (what happens, 
the language and images used and their impact).

Look for other poems where one or two important images are used to convey the poet’s 
ideas about parents and children. How do these images work and what do they show?

These Teachers’ Notes, provided to support the teaching and learning of GCSE English 
Literature, contain some ideas which teachers could use to stimulate discussion and debate, in 
conjunction with other materials and sound classroom teaching. Context is not assessed in this 
non-examination assessment. We cannot guarantee the accuracy of external websites.

Further activities


