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"The name of a man is a numbing blow from which he never recovers."
Marshall McLuhan
Introduction: Why Autoethnography?
 “What exactly is autoethnography,” asks Beth, “I mean, I’ve heard the term before but am not really familiar with it.”

“Well, autoethnography combines the terms auto, which of course stands for self, culture is the ethno part, and study is graphy. In autoethnography, the topic of research is the researcher rather than say, a specific culture. As an autoethnographer, I ask a question, present evidence that answers that question, analyze the evidence, and draw conclusions. It has a close relationship with narrative inquiry but is different from autobiography because of the questioning and analysis. But I think autobiography itself can be used for analysis within autoethnography…”

“That certainly sounds like what I thought it was,” Beth responds.
- Conversation between the author and a colleague

After surveying recent writing about autoethnography (Bennett, 2004; Bocher & Ellis, 2000; Coffey, 1999; Denzin, 1989; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Denzin, 2006; Ellis, 1997; Ellis, 2004; Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Hayano, 1979; Holt, 2003; Pratt, 1999; Reed-Danahay, 1997; Russell, 1999; Smith, 2005) and in an attempt to find guiding principles from which to proceed with the current research, I have come to the conclusion that prescriptions for performing autoethnographic research vary wildly and are largely dependent upon a given discipline and specific writer. Smith writes that “the exact definition of the term is elusive, and there are many other genres, too numerous to list, that fall under its umbrella” (2005, Section: What is autoethnography?). While some of the definitions seem to focus on explorations of culture and cultural identity (such as those by Hayano, Reed-Danahay, and Pratt), others focus on narrative inquiry (such as those by Coffey, Ellis, and Ellis & Bochner) and still others synthesize both (such as those by Denzin and Bennett). On a University of Wisconsin website that offers information to its college-level writers, Hunter, an English professor, writes:
To begin, ethnography is a social science method of qualitative research that describes human social phenomena based on fieldwork, and in autoethnography (AE) the researcher becomes the primary participant/subject of the research in the process of writing personal stories and ethnographic narratives. Similar to ethnography and its focus on the study of experience, AE includes direct (and participant) observation of daily behavior, unearthing of local beliefs and perception and recording of life history (e.g. kinship, education, etc.), in-depth interviewing, “the analysis of data involves interpretation on the part of the researcher” (Hammersley in Genzuk). Again, rather than a portrait of the Other (person, group, culture), the difference is that the researcher is constructing a portrait of the self.  (paragraphs 2 and 3)
Schwandt adds that the stories used in autoethnography are “intended to illustrate and evoke rather than to state or make a claim, and that the author of such a text aims to invite readers into the text to relive the experience rather than to interpret or analyze what the author is saying” (2001, p. 13). I’d like to highlight the use of the word interpretation in Hunter’s definition above before further commenting on Schwandt. 
Fish writes that interpretation “suggests an imposition upon raw data of a meaning not inherent in them” (1979, p. 244). Fish’s definition and the process of interpretation inherent in Hammerley’s “analysis of data” (in Hunter) hints at a semiotics, as Leeds-Hurwitz writes, “studying how something functions in the mind of an interpreter to convey a specific meaning in a specific situation” (1993, p. 7). Fish and Leeds-Hurwitz as semioticians, where semiotics is defined as “the study of signs and sign systems” (Leeds-Hurwitz, 1993, p. 6), might argue that ethnography requires a consideration of symbols and symbolic acts. As such, returning to Schwandt, could it be possible that the autoethnographic story is in itself a metaphorical symbol in that it illustrates a particular experience? Eco famously writes, “Semiotics is concerned with everything that can be taken as a sign. A sign is everything which can be taken as significantly substituting for something else” (1976, p. 7). In autoethnography, the signifier is the story, the signified is the meaning inherent in the experience described in the story. 
Though autoethnography as a genre is still considered by some to be a controversial approach to qualitative research (Duncan, 2004; Holt, 2003), Duncan writes: 

If the value of autoethnography is to be understood more clearly by the wider research community, those engaged in this emerging art need to assist their readers in judging its worth. To include in the research report adequate justification for the choice of this method and demonstration of how appropriate evaluation criteria might be applied are two ways in which researchers can help reviewers appreciate what autoethnography has to offer. (Duncan, 2004)

It occurred to me after the above conversation and after browsing the Handbook of Qualitative Inquiry that my lifelong practice of journal writing just might be considered a form of autoethnography where reflective writing is a method of narrative inquiry (Richardson, 2000). Could it be that my practice of written self-analysis - posing questions, writing stories as responses, and then examining the stories for meaning – is actually ethnographic research? 
I had initially intended a semiotic exploration of scent and its significance as related to identity and communication. Then I re-read a paper I had written earlier in my studies examining autoethnography as a form of phenomenological inquiry and reflected on my experiences as a graduate teaching assistant, guiding students as they wrote their own autoethnographies. I decided that I wanted to use my own voice to avoid writing yet one more paper solely exploring other people’s ideas. I felt it was time to don the hats of ethnographer and semiotician and return to my roots of self-analysis.

Here, I think about the name of the “course” for which I’m writing this paper – independent seminar – and its synonyms: Independent study; self-study. 

Perhaps I could turn the researcher’s gaze inward and instead of looking at a large landscape such as foundational ideas about the semiotics of scent in general, I could exercise my qualitative research skills and examine the semiotics of scent in my own experiences. And this is where autoethnography enters the picture.

As fragrance, and perfume in particular, has played a major role in the shaping of my writer’s voice, and participation in cultures of fragrance has had a major impact upon my identity, it is impossible to situate myself outside of these cultures. It is because of this privilege of “insider identity” within the fragrance community and my natural inclination towards narrative research that I turned to autoethnography. Afterall, as Coffey (1999) summarizes, in ethnography the researcher, and his/her interpretive eye, is as much a part of the research as are the subjects being examined.

I think about my identity and the name I have given myself via an email address, a website, and professional pseudonym - Perfume Critic - and think that “the name” is a very good semiotic place to both begin and conclude. I am a Perfume Critic. But how did I become one? How did I adopt this name for myself? What exactly does it mean to be a Perfume Critic and what does my particular journey to this name reveal about the broader cultural semiotics of names? So here I’ll begin the telling of stories in order to answer the question, “How did I come to know myself as a Perfume Critic and what is the significance of this identity?”

The Evidence
The evidence presented will be threefold and grouped by age. First I’ll examine my early experiences with both writing and fragrance through narrative. Next, I’ll provide examples of my developing interest in fragrance using narrative, and using excerpts from an unfinished novel, examine the development of my writer’s voice. Finally, I’ll employ narrative once again to examine the broader culture of the online fragrance communities of practice, the opportunities that they provided me, and their influence in aiding the development of identity. The aim of the presentation of such evidence is to illustrate 1) the creation and intersection of two identities – the fragrance enthusiast and the writer, and 2) how this intersection lead to the evolution of a third identity – the Perfume Critic. After the presentation of evidence, I will offer analyses and conclusions.
Part 1: Ages 4-11
Scent.  I can vividly remember the smell of that shampoo that had a baby deer on its bottle. The bottle fascinated me because I had been learning to read and could clearly understand the letters “oz” next to the number 6. I had liked to consider that the oz on the bottle had something to do with my favorite movie at the time. I’m pretty confident that it was Avon’s Baby Shampoo, as my aunt had been selling Avon throughout the 70’s, but I recall a slightly musky scent, a honey-brown golden gel that was anything but gentle on my eyes. I consider this my very first scented memory, or at least the earliest one that I’m conscious of at this point in my life. Years later I would discover Santa Maria Novella’s Gold Musk (Oro Muschio) and suddenly be taken back as if on a time machine: I’m age 4, sitting in a tub with a wind up bath toy from Sea World - a skin diver in a blue suit with removable goggles - and a helmet of white foamy suds slowly dripping down my neck and back. I can feel the sting, smell the musk and taste the bitter cleanser as it inched down my face and dripped passed my lips.
Peering back at the vignettes of my childhood, searching for memories of scent, I find myself in the Blue Ridge mountains, in damp basements that smell of cedarwood, earth, mildew, and rain. I stand in Linville Caverns surrounded by the sweet aroma of moisture dripping from mineral-rich stalactites. I smell firewood crackling in a hearth and chlorine clinging to skin that had stayed too long in a swimming pool. I remember the smells of suntan lotion at the beach in Florida, synthetic coconut Coppertone, and scented markers that smell of anything but the fruit and candy to which their names refer. I remember the smells of amusement parks and cookies, of my Nana’s friend Helen baking mandel bread in her Sunrise Lakes kitchen. I keenly recall having stepped in dog shit, and the gag-inducing smell of entering a bathroom stall where the toilet hadn’t been flushed. I remember an afterschool program at ages 5 and 6 where I rode and tended to horses, fed rabbits, and sucked in the odors of hay, manure, and leather saddles.
And then there were the scents of home - Carpet Fresh and Bounce dryer sheets; the smells of burnt cheese from the microwave and the slightly bitter, metallic odor of the freezer and ice maker; Zest and Irish Spring soaps, Disney’s bubble gum flavored toothpaste, and my mother’s Shalimar perfume. I think I only became aware of the fragrance of Guerlain’s most well-known creation at a slightly older age after having moved to Coral Springs from Plantation. This is when I began the habit of laying next to my mother in her cold, dark bedroom in the evenings, her skin freshly cleansed and giving off a sweet lemony-vanilla aroma after having washed with Shalimar bath soap. The smells of my mother are some of the most nostalgic, bringing back memories that are now paired with painful understandings that while scent can offer strong associations and glimpses into other times, these remembrances of things past are not always happy.

During these early years of my childhood, I had also liked to be creative. Painting, coloring, drawing, snapping a faintly sweet wad of Silly Puddy and crafting powdery, almost vanillic Play-doh into various forms were usual pastimes for me. I remember the dusty smells of construction paper and the waxy aromas of crayons that I now sometimes discover in scents that claim iris in their compositions. I remember being infatuated with scratch and sniff books, the ones that told some unimportant story that allowed for creative scented patches that would emit an odor after a fingernail had been sufficiently scraped against it. I hated the smell of the roses, marveled at the scent of lilacs, was confused by the odor of burning money, and felt disappointed by the aroma of chocolate. I thought that the interpretation of this last aroma was completely wrong and that the creators really could have done better. But what a perfect marriage of words and actual aromas.

Were other children as keenly aware of the scents that filled their lives, or was it only me? Was I really so aware of these smells at the time that I had encountered them, or is it only in retrospect that I discover the scented dimension of my experiences? I know I cannot answer such questions without the hazard of guessing and so I’ll guess that these phenomena must be partly a combination of both retrospection and actual experience. Did I smell Oro Muschio and needing a reference point, decide that the closest aroma in my experience was baby shampoo, or do the two truly share a close resemblance? I suppose the only importance of this comparison is the proof of how strongly smell has permeated my life and the immediacy and degree to which various aromas can elicit past experiences. I wholeheartedly concede that I’m not completely sure as to what are memories of true events as opposed to pieces of dreams, daydreams, and reconstructions of actual experiences, but again, it is the fact that aroma would come to play such a large role in my life that from here I must continue. So the question follows, “As my childhood progressed, did I seek out scented experiences or were my experiences naturally filled with olfactory abundance?”

Words. Words came easily when I was a child. They were everywhere around me, in songs to be heard and songs to be sung. They formed prayers silently read and could be used to both hurt and praise. I could play with words: I could scribble them in various groupings and make them perform tricks for me. They could be counted out into measured lines, made to rhyme, be taken apart and put back together with other words to create entirely new words. Writing in many ways felt like playing with paint where colors were substituted with the definitions, sounds, and shapes of words. The power of these words astonished me; the ways that people reacted to them often seemed incredible for I understood at a young age that words carried intent and meaning. They were both tiny messengers and messages, and when written by my own hand or spoken by my voice, even more unlike anyone else’s, though the same words could easily be used by anyone else and so were universal. 

 “What is a Mother? A mother is a swan…” and so my ode goes. Written at the age of 6 and completely of my own will in an attempt to trump Hallmark and create a Mother’s Day card of my own, this little booklet made of construction paper and scented marker is but one example of the writer present within, already practicing his craft at a young age. Lucky to have been raised in a school system and during a time where written creative expression was an important part of developing a mind, I would continue to play with words, often preferring the freedom of storytelling to mere responses. 

Part II: Ages 12-29
Scent. Staring at the shelves packed from right to left, from top to bottom, I suddenly found myself excited. I had always been aware of perfume; the standard Father’s Day gift of Royal Copenhagen for Dad and the requisite birthday gift of Shalimar soap for Mom became family traditions. And yet, perfume had really played no part in my life so far. Sure, I could stand in the beauty aisle at Publix for a good 30 minutes sniffing shampoos and conditioners, hand soaps and room deodorizers, and never get bored. So much variety, so many different aromas. My soaps of choice at that time were the Bronnley soaps Mom sold in her store and I was in love with the scents of Prell, Finesse, and Vidal Sassoon shampoos. Loreal’s Studio hair gel was a sweet and non-floral alternative to the musky astringency of White Rain. I used to get giddy with excitement upon returning home from the supermarket and pulling out a new can of air freshener from the shopping bags, ready for any excuse to scent the air. But now, at this small perfume shop in St Thomas, I stood by as my mother picked out gifts for Aunt Anna, Barbara, Nana, and Grandpa. Of course she was getting herself Shalimar and something new in a round white bottle labeled Anais Anais, and Dad picked out a new scent, Azarro. At age 12, as I marveled at the bottles lined up in front of my mother, she turned to me and asked for the first time, “Is there a fragrance that you’d like?” 

I paused for a moment and felt slightly under pressure. “So many bottles, so many choices,” I thought. “Colors,” I finally replied. I remembered that April Balser wore Colors and it smelled wonderful. 
“Is that a men’s scent,” my mother asks the salesperson. 
“I think…it’s unisex,” answers the woman behind the counter, hesitantly. 
“Let me smell it,” my mother replies. She sprays it, sniffs it, and considers it before turning to me and asking, “This is the one you want?”
How could I know what I wanted? I had never smelled any of those bottles before. And now I was put on the spot to come up with something without getting much of a chance to really explore. “Yep,” I reply, nodding my head, “that’s the one.” 

My mother agrees and buys me my first bottle of eau de toilette, a 50ml pentagonal glass bottle with no sprayer. I now had my very own fragrance. So what if it was actually for women? 

This process of purchasing fragrance would repeat itself over the next couple of days, and with each purchase came the accompanying free gifts, small samples of various men’s and women’s colognes, most of which would later be given to me to augment my growing interest in fragrance.

After my trip to the Virgin Islands, I found myself drawn to the men’s fragrance counters at Jordan Marsh and Burdines. It was inevitable that at some point during the week my mother would end up shopping, and with me as her only companion, I would wander off to go sniffing while she tried on dresses in the fitting room. I discovered an amazing array of scents in a variety of bottles with interesting names that often made little sense to me. I found the men’s scents by Guerlain, the same company that made my mother’s Shalimar. There was Vetiver and Habit Rouge, and two others called Eau de Guerlain and Cologne Imperiale. A couple of these had an odd mashed potato smell that I came to recognize in yet a few other men’s scents. If I was lucky, the salesperson would give me a sample or two and my little collection slowly began to grow. At night, I would choose a sample from my collection to comfort me to sleep, scents like Oscar de La Renta’s Pour Lui or Bogart’s One Man Show and so started my appreciation of perfumery. 
It didn’t take long for me to become dissatisfied with my meager, but by typical 13-year old male standards, surprisingly large collection of fragrance samples, and so I stole one of the many syringes we kept in the house as back-ups for my grandmother’s insulin shots and started siphoning out small amounts of one scent to mix with another, wondering what would happen in my attempts to create something new. Safari got mixed with Diva. A little Colors with Poison. Some Habit Rouge and some Giorgio. I quickly learned that more often than not my creations were awful. It was strange, but for some reason, perfumes were not something that could be mixed to any good measure. I quickly abandoned this study but only a couple of years later my piano teacher at the time, Susan, would bring me her entire collection of scented oils upon learning that her protégé was also a budding aromatherapist. 
At age 16, I would start my first part-time job. I had wandered through the local mall collecting applications for music stores and card shops. My mother was with me one evening when we passed the Wicks-n-Sticks, a franchised gift shop specializing in candles and scented products. There was a help wanted sign on the storefront window and so I entered to retrieve yet another application. The storeowner was at the register and offered to talk with me about the position as he needed assistance right away. I agreed and my mother and I sat down to a conversation with Ron, an overweight, middle-aged man who at the end of our 20 minute conversation would offer me the job. I worked at Wicks-n-Sticks for the next 9 months, selling potpourri, designing window displays, learning how to light incense, and learning that people took scented wax quite seriously. 

The world of scent suddenly came alive to me and with the money I made from my job, I found myself turning my bedroom at home into a scented sanctuary, a place to escape from all of the misery that my adolescent self experienced. New age music and Spiritual Sky oils became my constant companions. I would light a stick or cone of Gonesh and exhale my sadness away.
Over the next ten years I would come to know all about the world of perfume, reading about it, collecting it, wearing it, creating it, and finally working in the retail industry. Friends would ask for suggestions. Family members would receive fragrance as gifts. And though I found many friends who also enjoyed perfume, my obsession for scent was largely in isolation; I hadn’t yet discovered a community of like-minded enthusiasts.
Words. How many times I opted to compose stories instead of essays, always eager to exercise a narrative voice over one detached from its subject. There was the epic of the kite at age 13 for my 8th grade English class, the poetry in high school, and the numerous short stories and “vignettes” throughout my teens and twenties. Words somehow seemed more my own and hence more powerful when the voice was also deeply mine, even if the character described by or speaking the words was not actually me.

I significantly developed both my wordplay and my voice when I started keeping journals, the practice of asking myself questions and trying to find answers through and in the writing. Questions about identity, relationships, decisions, and experience form the majority of my self-analysis and exploration. Often, my writing tells a story, sometimes fictitious, but more often biographical. At the age of 21, I found myself writing a vignette, a short sketch about a character named Orange Blossom. A day or two later came another vignette, and then another, until I had transcribed and developed them on a computer into the first thirty pages of what I considered at the time to be my first novel. Though the story was about a Chinese tea merchant, fragrance played a major role. The following excerpts illustrate the incorporation of my infatuation with fragrance into my writing, a move that I now believe to have had a profound influence on my later identity as the Perfume Critic.
In the following passage, the main character, Orange Blossom, receives a letter from her aunt who learns of the death of Orange Blossom’s mother, Jasmine:

Then I realized what I had just been told. I thought about it, and began to cry. I wept, tears running down my face, dripping onto my tired hands. And then the wind began to blow. The wind and the tea bushes began to pat me on the back. And then I smelled it. I smelled your mother! I smelled Jasmine! She was in the air. She was in my tears. Strong and pungent. I turned toward the bushes where I had been working and began to pick at the leaves once again. But the tears kept coming. And they wet the leaves as I tore them from their branches. And in that hot afternoon sun, there came an odor from the basket of tear-moistened leaves. That fragrance was your mother. I can’t explain it little one, but that afternoon I cried your mother. (Harrison, p. 4)
This second passage describes the naming of the baby Jasmine by her mother, Xia, and her father, Chen:

The next morning while Xia was changing the baby, she finally realized what was meant by the phrase “A baby has its own unique scent.” As she washed the little infant and then patted her dry, stopping now and then to kiss her tummy, Xia noticed that same familiar scent she had been sensing for days before. Her baby indeed had her own unique smell. But what was more startling was that there was something about the smell, some subtle edge to the scent that seemed even more familiar. But Xia would not recognize that scent until later that afternoon as she stood over a small tree of jasmine, picking the fragrant flowers from their branches so that they could be used to make tea. As Xia plucked the delicate petals and tossed them into the large wooden crate, she realized that something about the smell of jasmine blossoms was slightly evocative. But what was it? She took a handful of petals and cupped in her palms, held them to her nose and slowly inhaled. “Why is this scent so alluring?” she asked herself. Just then the wind began to blow. Slowly at first, and then suddenly with such force that all the little petals were lifted out of Xia’s palms into the air and then came showering back down onto her face. That’s when she made the connection. The wind had told her. The wind said, “Is it not obvious to you? This scent is familiar, very familiar. Here, smell it again.” And Xia realized why the scents of both her baby and the jasmine blossoms were so striking to her. They were the same! Jasmine was that strange aroma that her baby smelled of. When Xia returned home and told Chen the story, she feared he would think her mad. But much to her surprise, he agreed. “I too have noticed that strange floral sweetness about her skin,” said Chen. And so the two finally agreed upon a name – the baby would be named Jasmine. (Harrison, p. 7)

Part III: Ages 30-present

Scent and Words meet. “Why don’t you start your own blog?” she asked. The question had been raised a couple of times recently and though flattered, I felt that there were already too many blogs on fragrance and so dismissed the idea. Afterall, I was already writing for Now Smell This - what did I need a blog for? I was a community moderator and longtime contributor to Basenotes and had firmly established myself as the Scenteur, a username that I thought creatively addressed my love for scents. 

For the last five years I had been participating in online communities - first I found a group of likeminded addicts at MakeupAlley – a site where I could trade all of the unwanted or unused bottles of fragrance I had collected throughout the years. After working at Nordstroms and Nieman Marcus, I had accrued quite a collection. At the same time, I had also stumbled upon Basenotes, a site that unlike MakeupAlley, was used primarily by men. Access to these communities was significant in that I had finally found other people who were as interested in scent as I was, people I could both teach and learn from, and who were available to me anytime of the day, throughout the week, either through community forums or email. I had found a home.


Looking back, I’m both impressed but unsurprised that I would assert myself into these communities. Before moving to Japan, I had suggested to the coordinator of MakeupAlley that perhaps I could write some kind of column or feature. I was thanked for my enthusiasm and told, “Perhaps in the future.” I must have really wanted to experiment with writing because three years later, I would once again make such a proposal, but this time, I actually had an example of what I wanted to contribute – my very first column. 

Basenotes was a very nurturing community. At first I was only another member, adding my reviews of fragrances to the database that formed most of the website, and then becoming an active participant in the growing online community, a relatively new feature for the still fledgling site. After nearly a decade of sniffing, buying, selling, and swapping fragrances, I had developed somewhat of an expertise about perfume. I first exercised my authoritative voice by offering suggestions as to how to improve the community forums and by creating a beginner’s guide to fragrance, a kind of Perfume 101 that included information about common terms and phrases, vocabulary, and reference sites and resources. Whatever I had learned, I was eager to share with others. I was happy to see that my contributions were well received and appreciated.


The next step would be an offer to write for a new online fragrance blog. Robin Krug had recently begun her own website where she offered news and reviews about perfumes and thought that perhaps she and I could create a regular dialogue, a “He says, she says” column. I was utterly flattered that she had liked my writing enough to consider it, and even more flattered that she should want to pay me for such writing. I immediately agreed and began enjoying my first paid writing gig as a perfume reviewer. Once this started, however, there was no stopping me. Finally, the ability to use both my writing skills and my experience in the fragrance world was becoming a reality. 

A month or two later, having now moved up the Basenotes community hierarchy from member to moderator, a kind of community supervisor, and having already published a handful of articles for Now Smell This, I decided the time was right to re-visit the idea of a column. “Addicted: The ramblings of a fragrance junkie” was the title and my first piece asked “When is it simply too much?” referring to my ever-growing collection of fragrance (Appendix 1). The three pages of reader commentary in response to my column illustrated that I was not alone in my collecting behavior; other community members saw themselves in my writing and could relate to my question.

About three months later, I decided after an initial experiment in travel blogging to take the plunge and create my own fragrance blog. I was leaving so many comments at Basenotes and MakeupAlley that I thought it an exciting prospect to create a centralized place to post all future writing. I liked the idea of having my own space, designing and nurturing it to look and function as a representation of myself. When searching for a name for this blog, the conclusion seemed obvious. I would use my “name” and title the blog “Scenteur7”, the 7 having been added a couple of years prior when finding that Scenteur on its own was not available as a Compuserve email username. In January of 2006, Scenteur7 began and once again the reader commentary served as validation that this new direction was both welcomed and appreciated.


Summer of 2006, I’m sitting in a restaurant in Tampa, Florida, my longtime friend Melissa is with me and we’re having lunch with a small business owner I had met through Basenotes. Vijay introduces me to the owner of the restaurant as follows, “This is Marlen Harrison, he’s a perfume critic.” 

“A perfume critic?” I pondered. I had never really thought of myself as that, but after pausing to consider it, the name certainly seemed apt. 


“Nice to meet you,” I offered and shook the owner’s hand, “The Perfume Critic, that’s me.”

Analysis of Evidence

“As has often been said, for the child the thing is not known until it has been named, the name is the essence of the thing and resides in it on the same footing as its colour and form.”

Maurice Merleau-Ponty
First, let’s re-examine the question posed in the introduction - “How did I come to know myself as a Perfume Critic and what is the significance of this identity?” - where the focus is on name as identity. The analysis of evidence will proceed largely as an examination in naming behavior where a name is a symbolic representation or metaphor - “The name is both a liberation through identity and a powerful order of limitation through its physiological and referential bondage” (Tschaepe, 2003, p. 68). In the introduction to this paper, my manipulation of words as an exercise in metaphor is evident: “Here, I think about the name of the “course” for which I’m writing this paper – independent seminar – and its synonyms: Independent study; self-study.” Through the process of autoethnographic writing, and a deeper semiotic consideration of names, the research reveals that my journey through both scent and writing has been a journey of identity. It is no irony that my voice (literary and critical) has most fully been sung following the establishment of a secondary identity, one separate from the identity associated with the name given to me by my parents. The username pseudonyms of Scenteur and Perfume Critic have allowed for both liminal crossings and participation in community that have assisted in the very establishment of the secondary identity. Tschaepe writes, “The acquisition of language does not simply involve gaining the ability to use language, but also being deemed a member of the community of language users itself. One must be named before one is allowed to gain access to the community” (2003, p. 73, emphasis in original).
Part 1 of the evidence examines early experiences with and awareness of scent while at the same time exploring the significance of writing as it related to the creation of literary voice. The multitude of named aromas and their associative origins as well as the quote comparing the mother to a swan serve as early examples of the use of metaphor. 

Part II attempts to answer the question raised earlier in Part I - “As my childhood progressed, did I seek out scented experiences or were my experiences naturally filled with olfactory abundance?” The conclusion being that both opportunity and seeking behavior served the development of the Scenteur/Perfume Critic identities. This conclusion seems understated as the seeking may be representative of the need for something more, the restlessness with the primary identity. Part II also reflects on the developing written voice as it begins to incorporate the awareness of scent into creative fiction. Once again, the naming behaviors and employment of metaphor, specifically the use of floral aromas for character names, is evident. If we are to return to Eco’s statement that “A sign is everything which can be taken as significantly substituting for something else,” we may again ponder the burgeoning need for a secondary identity as a struggle with primary identity. The discussion of the bedroom as scented sanctuary also underscores the comfort that aroma and scented ritual offer to the adolescent identity. Is it any wonder then that the second identity should continue to to develop around the olfactory world?

Part III synthesizes the worlds of both scent and words as the two can no longer be separated as before. With the assertion of public identity through written means, albeit one expressed with a pseudonym, the secondary identity, the metaphorical identity hinted at earlier on in the writings about Orange Blossom, is finally given birth to. Tschaepe’s discussion of community is profound as it was only after participation in the online communities of fragrance, after a metaphorical name had been chosen, that the current Perfume Critic persona had been both created and embraced.
Although privileged as information known only to myself and not directly present in the evidence, the earlier story about Colors as a scent that my female friend April Balser enjoyed highlights a question of gender identity. Though the fragrance was ostensibly created for women, or at least not directly intended for men due to the lack of the words “for men” printed anywhere on the bottle or packaging, my complete disregard for the gender identity of the fragrance illustrates an underlying question of gender identity that I will further reflect on in the conclusion.

Conclusion
My first autoethnography has been both fascinating and somewhat of a struggle. I thought I’d be exploring the semiotics of scent, but after telling my stories I realized that in attempting to do so, I was actually exploring the semiotics of names. 


At times I had difficulty really pinning down a method for autoethnography, stuck somewhere between the method as prescribed by David Hanauer and the narrative writing format of Ellis and Bochner. Trying to get a handle on semiotic theories was even more daunting, especially after reading Danesi’s approachable introductory text, Cigarettes, High Heels…. Yet I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised that the journey I took through the creation of this paper brought me yet again to phenomenology, and even more ironically, Merleau-Ponty. It would seem that my first year of doctoral studies at IUP has brought me time and time again to questions of interpretation, experience, and linguistic identity.

I had understood, however tentatively, that the name Perfume Critic had identity implications, but it wasn’t until I was ready to examine the evidence within this autoethnography that that the full weight of identity and the associated issue of names really became clear. At first, I wondered about the telling, or rather, re-telling of stories, understanding that each time a story is told, some aspect of it is bound to change. Therefore, although the stories are all non-fiction, they must have fictitious aspects as well. I also wondered about the stories that I chose to tell, concerned that my conscious choices of evidence would in some way limit the full range of interpretive and ethnographic opportunities. It is both amusing and suspicious that in the analysis, I found so much of what I wasn’t necessarily looking for – again, issues of identity.


I earlier hinted at gender identity, and want to briefly re-visit this topic. As the Scenteur and even more strongly, as the Perfume Critic, I have written of my displeasure at the “genderization” of scents. Why a group of business people, scientists, or marketers should lay claim to a specific aroma as being masculine or feminine strikes me as a type of olfactory imperialism. Moreover, I find immense pleasure in a variety of scents and resent being limited in my choices as to what I can and can’t enjoy due to societal prescriptions of masculinity and femininity. I do feel that this viewpoint is given free ground to stand on due to my sexual orientation and resulting philosophy of gender, though I’ve always felt in some sense to be gender neutral. Whether this is a mask for a deeper-seated question of gender confusion is an issue for another autoethnography. But the fact remains that the identity of Perfume Critic offers a platform to proclaim my feelings about fragrance and gender, and quite possibly this is a metaphor for my deeper feelings about gender and identity. When I first started writing my own blog, the name was Scenteur7 and the tagline was “the scented world from a man’s perspective”. However, with the advent of the second website, Perfume Critic, and the discontinuation of Scenteur7, this tagline has disappeared. Perhaps the inclination towards olfactory pleasure is one that has socially required a gender-neutrality in my mind, and the creation of the Perfume Critic is the gender-neutral identity I’ve needed to fully find my own olfactory voice. 
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Appendix 1. The author’s first column at Basenotes: When is it simply too much?

September 14, 2005

I keep my fragrance collection in a wire shelving system, well, two actually, oh, and then there is the plastic storage box of decants (and the two huge glass bowls of samples) in the guest room next to my bedroom. The rooms were separated by sliding wooden doors until recently when I removed the doors to make two rooms into one. Now I can view La Collection by just a simple turn of the head. From my bed I can wake up to images of brightly colored bottles of Rectoverso and Castelbajac and sometimes I awake with the urge to run over - well, I don't actually have to run - and spray something on. Of course, if I do, I know I'm pretty much bound to that scent for at least 3-6 hours unless I decide to shower - did I mention the second fragrance collection in the bathroom? - and then it's a decision of which bar of soap or which shower gel to use, and the most important question, "Will the scent of my facial scrub clash with my choice of body cleanser?" 

The entire cleansing process will also have a staggering impact upon my later choice of fragrance because everyone knows you can't pair Lush's coconut soap with Chanel #19 . Upon stepping out of the shower I like to keep things simple - unscented deodorant and unscented talc. After the shower I will brush my teeth - a ritual that is no longer relegated to mere call of duty: Imagine my excitement when I found a line of flavored toothpaste whose variety is something akin to the Demeter display at Sephora . My current favorite is white peach, and a tube of pumpkin pie is waiting for the fall. I then light some incense (don't even get me started) and move on with my day. What I'm trying to say is that scent is a huge part of my life - it finds its way into my home and every aspect of my day. 

The first thing I do when I wake up in the morning, and the last thing I do before sleeping is to troll the internet looking for fragrance discounts, news of fragrance launches, and to check the boards at Basenotes all while an Illume cucumber candle gently glows by my bedside . This obsession (pardon the pun, to those in the know), while seemingly harmless, has pretty much taken over my life which leads me to ask "When is it simply too much?" 

So now that I've asked the question, do I really want an answer? Let's look at my recent shopping habits: I have 5 items being "watched" in MyEbay , 2 items I'm personally watching in Basenotes Marketplace , and 2 other items I purchased from Parfum1 before writing this column. I have 3 packages I have to mail out today for pending swaps and am expecting 2 packages within the next couple of days and that's just here in Japan - my father has emailed me twice this week to let me know that he received 2 packages at his home in Florida! 

It could be worse. This is what I tell myself. At least I'm not shooting up. I'm not running up unmanageable credit card bills. I don't spend more than the GNP of New Zealand. At least I'm not hurting anyone - although with all these recent reports about toxic chemicals in fragrance perhaps I need to re-think this last one. 

Here's the answer - I'm moving half-way across the world next spring and have decided that because the costs of shipping my collection could basically feed a starving child for a year I'll have to slim it down. Because I can't possibly get all of this home - and believe me, I've pictured myself standing in the Osaka airport and pondered just how many fragrances I could reasonably carry in my carry-on bag - "too much" will have to become "just enough." 

Sadly, I'll have to leave behind the large pillar candles, though the incense should be a piece of cake! I've started giving away fragrances that just don't interest me and in one recent swap, instead of a decant, I just sent the whole darn bottle of Armani ! And here's the crazy thing: I'm ok with this. I sometimes think "Which fragrance did I give to Takahiro?" and because I can't really recall, I suppose I don't miss it. And I'm ok with this. Ok, so I'm not moving for another 7 months, but just the idea has led me to conclude that I don't really need 5 bottles of patchouli fragrance, or 8 bottles of sandalwood fragrance. I could pick just one or two and I'd be ok with it, really. Of course, a fragrance addiction has nothing to do with need...or does it? 

(Retrieved April 25th from http://www.basenotes.net/columnists/addicted-sep05.html)
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