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aromatic.59 Most of the other spices mentioned in the rabbinic literature are 
connected in some way to the Bible; of these, the most prevalent are frank-
incense (levonah, לבונה) and myrrh (mor, מור).
 The substance we would generally associate with incense is most fre-
quently cited as mugmar (מוגמר), while the holy incense used in the Tem-
ple retains its biblical name, qetoreth (קטורת). In addition, words related to 
aroma are also useful for study. These include the verb “to anoint” (sukh, 
 .(ניסך ,nisakh) ”and its passive form “to be anointed” or “to be perfumed (סוך
The passive form appears only once in the Mishnah and twice in the Tosefta, 
but nine times in the Talmud Bavli and twelve times in the Yerushalmi. 
Other related terms include the verbs “to scrape” (gared, גרד); “to crush” 
or “to pound” (pittem, פיטם), as in spices pulverized by the apothecary or 
perfumer (the pattam, פטם, or bosem, בשם); to “bathe” (raḥats, רחץ); and 
the term for “bathhouse” (beit raḥtsah, בית רחצה, or dimusin, דימוסין).60

The Spice Dealer and the Marketplace

As in Greek and Roman literature, the perfumer, the apothecary, and the 
spice dealer appear to be either the same person or at the very least per-
sons well acquainted with one another who may have also worked closely 
together.61 As a result, references to these professions, to the spice shop, and 
to the implements of the trade (e.g., mortar and pestle, perfume bottle, etc.; 
fig. 6) are scattered throughout the literature.62

 As for the professionals involved in the production of aromatics, one 
of the best examples comes from a discussion on laws that apply to the 
sabbatical year: “R. Yehudah ben Isaiah, the Perfumer (habasam, הבשם), 
testified before R. Akiba, in the name of R. Tarfon, that the law of sabbati-
cal applies to qetaf.”63 Here we not only see the perfumer as consultant to 
one of the most famous rabbis, but the advisor is none other than a rabbi 
himself! Another reference to the profession appears in a comment on the 
compounding of Temple incense: “Bar Qappara taught: The perfumers of 
Jerusalem would say, ‘If one were to put a small amount of honey into it (i.e., 
the incense), the whole world would not be able to endure its scent.’”64 Bar 
Qappara’s recollection of the perfumers of Jerusalem presents them as an 
organized body whose job included preparing the incense for daily offer-
ing in the Temple. A more metaphorical reference appears in Avot d’Rabbi 
Natan 18.5, in which R. Judah compares five sages to various things; among 
these are nuts or stones, a storehouse, and a spice peddler’s basket:

He called R. Eleazar ben Azariah a [spice] peddler’s65 basket (קופה 
רוכלים -And why was R. Eleazar like a spice peddler who car .(של 
ries his basket and enters the province? Because the men of the 
province come to him and say to him, “Do you have good oil (שמן 
-Do you have bal ?(פולייטין) with you? Do you have ointment (טוב
sam (אפרסמון)?” And they would find he had all [these things]. Just 
so was R. Eleazar ben Azariah when students would come to him. If 
[the student] asked about Scripture, he told him; about Mishnah, he 
told him; about Midrash, he told him; about Law, he told him; about 

Figure 6 Dropper flask, third to fourth century c.e. Collection of The Corning 
Museum of Glass, Corning, New York. 52.1.63.
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Just as rabbinic experience and cultural familiarity with aroma find their 
way into rabbinic interpretation, so too do the images and valences of aroma 
drawn from Scripture. Indeed, it is these images, ideas, and representations 
that become the primary metaphors of interpretation. For example, in the 
Song of Songs (the Songs), the lover describes his beloved as a locked gar-
den filled with exotic spices, whose scent wafts out to him and draws him 
ever nearer. In the midrashim based on these verses, the rabbinic voices 
employ these thematic details by piling up metaphors until one midrash 
portrays the sealed garden as God’s abode, another describes the exotic 
spices as manna with which the Israelite women perfume themselves dur-
ing forty years of wandering in the wilderness, and yet another imagines 
the scent of Israel’s righteousness as wafting up to the Divine. Each of these 
midrashim preserves the original valences that attach to the female as the 
“garden of spicy delights,” including the suggestions of wafting aroma, emo-
tional arousal, and the allure of the exotic. This chapter, therefore, seeks to 
isolate the contexts of these biblical images of aroma, to explain them, and 
to unpack the valences that attach to them. The ensuing chapters investigate 
how these images and valences, along with rabbinic experience, migrate 
into the midrashim and are transformed there.
 Close scrutiny of the Hebrew Bible demonstrates the importance of 
aroma in the Israelite cult as well as in almost every other area of Israel-
ite life and culture depicted therein. Important references, both literal and 
metaphorical, appear in all three sections of the Scriptures (the Torah, the 
Prophets, and the Writings). Notably, these descriptions, allusions, and pass-
ing comments parallel, in many respects, the divergent opinions expressed 
in the rabbinic and wider Roman literature. For example, the Bible suggests 
that women, and in some cases men, fumigated their garments, anointed 
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themselves with perfumed oil, and lit incense at festive meals.1 Some pas-
sages describe these customs neutrally or positively, while others, particu-
larly those that are erotic, carry negative overtones. Although many of the 
practices and much of the scent terminology found in the Bible are similar 
to those in the rabbinic literature, two issues account for some of the dra-
matic differences in perception. The first is that the Bible refers to an active 
cult whose members are anointed and light incense twice daily and whose 
high priest brings incense into the innermost sanctum of the Temple on the 
Day of Atonement. As such, the priestly literature goes to great lengths to 
stress that this perfume and incense are categorically different from other 
scented oils and fumigants and must remain solely under the purview of the 
priestly caste. The second issue, related to the first, presents a cultural distinc-
tion. While the rabbis view themselves as direct descendants of an already 
ancient Israelite culture, they nevertheless live in a much later period and 
are surrounded by cultures different from those of the biblical period. As a 
result, their “aromatic lexicon” and, more significantly, the cultural valences 
that accompany these words, are quite similar in some respects but dramati-
cally different in others.2 For example, except for a few very early tradents 
who were active when the Second Temple was still standing, none of the 
later rabbis (after 70 c.e.) could have smelled the priestly or royal anoint-
ing oils or cultic incense. And it is doubtful that even these “early” rabbis 
would have experienced firsthand the aroma of the incense lit in the inner 
confines of the Temple. The rabbis must therefore interpret these scents on 
the basis of their own experience with perfumed oils, unguents, and fumi-
gants. In fact, it is likely that their understanding of Temple incense is drawn 
in some measure from their experience of idolatrous incense or fumigatory 
practices.
 In light of these differences and the Hebrew Bible’s focus on sacrifice, 
the cult, and communication with the Divine through burning, it is evident 
that the texts have their own unique cultural constructions of aroma and 
olfaction. The books of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Chronicles refer 
to incense and perfume as an integral part of their descriptions of the priest-
hood and the various issues surrounding election, duty, and the interactions 
of the priests with other Israelites. Therefore, the valences that attach to the 
priestly imagery of aroma include exclusivity, atonement, and tranquility. 
On the other hand, the poetry of eros and the idyll found in the Songs also 
employs images of incense, perfume, and specific spices to describe yearn-
ing and the memory of deeply intimate encounters between an anonymous 
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memory of early springtime,83 but this verse also resonates with and echoes 
the beloved. In the verses before and after it, the male lover describes the 
beloved in terms of animals of the pastoral scene. “The song of the turtle 
dove is heard in our land” (2:12), he declares. And he asks, “My dove, in the 
clefts of the rock, in the recesses of the cliff, let me see your face” (2:14). She 
is the turtle dove; she is the dove.84 Similarly, she is cultivated nature (the fig 
tree, the grapevine), and she is in bloom, giving forth her fragrance.85 The 
relationship between nature and the lovers appears throughout the Songs, 
particularly in the description of the woman as garden (on which more 
below) and elements of the garden: “My lover has gone down to his gar-
den, to the beds of spice; to browse in the gardens and to gather lilies. I am 
my lover’s, and he is mine; he browses among the lilies” (6:2–3). The vines 
in bloom in 2:13 also hint at the opening of flowers, as the woman herself 
opens to her lover (5:2, 5, 6).86

 The theme of the woman opening up to the man also applies to the last 
instance of “giving forth” fragrance:

7:13 Let us be off early to the vineyards
 Let us see if the vines have budded;
 If the blossoms have opened
 If the pomegranates are in bloom.
 There I will give you my love.
7:14 The mandrakes give forth fragrance
 And at our door are all choice fruits
 New with the old, my lover,
 have I stored up for you.

All manner of budding, blossoming, and blooming are taking place. Refer-
ences to “early morning” and “blossoming” point toward springtime. And, 
as with the spicy scent of the fig trees in 2:13, here the mere suggestion of 
the fragrance of vineyards and pomegranate trees, both indigenous to Israel, 
would be familiar to the audience each spring.
 The woman promises the male lover that she will “give” (natan, נתן) her 
love to him, just as the mandrakes “give forth” or “waft” their fragrance 
-If the flowers are open, she too will open her buds and give her .(נתנו־ריח)
self over to her lover. But it is not only the mandrakes, whose human shape 
made them appropriate for use in fertility rites, that give forth fragrance; the 

beloved does as well. She has stored up the natural fruits of spring as well as 
her own fruit, which now she will give to him.
 These three instances of “giving forth fragrance” resonate throughout the 
Songs. Different aromas waft through the air in a geographically horizontal 
direction and are catalogued in several places until they begin to recall each 
other. Nard is mentioned three times in the Songs; vines are mentioned 
four times; blossom or bloom, three times; pomegranate, three times; 
and vineyard, no less than eight times. Their repetition and appearance 
in clusters (for example, in 7:13–14, quoted above) create a certain coher-
ence within the Songs. At a deeper level, the scents themselves allude to the 
erotic. Spices, flowers, and vines are all part and parcel of love—whether 
they are used in perfume or occur in springtime in the garden. In the Songs, 
they most often refer to the woman (e.g., “my own vineyard I have not kept,” 
1:6). In addition, these images depict the strong link between aroma and 
memory. Throughout the Songs, one of the lovers is always absent—even 
in places where direct speech occurs—but in each of these examples, the 
expression of longing for the other is described by recalling the perfume of 
the lover, whether by smelling the nard of the beloved or by inhaling the fra-
grance of the fig, the vines, and the trees. In each of these examples, more-
over, fragrance pours forth and is emitted into the air as the woman “opens 
up” to the man in her arousal.

The Woman as Garden

The comparison of the female lover to nature is fully realized in chapter 4, 
wherein the metaphor of the beloved as garden is sustained for five verses. 
Also in this chapter, the motif of the aroma as the exudate of the female’s 
arousal is fully developed.87 Scent images are presented in metonymic lists 
whose exotic and erotic features mingle to represent both the woman her-
self and her bodily emissions. These scent images, heaped one on top of the 
other, are so overwhelming as to practically crowd out every other image. 
The scene ends with a strong focus on the associations of wafting and flow-
ing aroma to effect a state of heightened arousal or anticipatory climax. 
A somewhat different translation of these verses is presented below, with 
a short review of the images themselves, how they operate together in the 
passage, and a comparison of some of them with other clustered images in 
the Songs:
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images of perfume float horizontally to draw people in, and those of incense 
rise upward to be inhaled by God. In the most dramatic of these cases, the 
sacrifice and death of the righteous person both draw in the convert and 
produce a “soothing odor” for God’s benefit, triggering God’s immanence 
and immediate human atonement and redemption. This chapter, therefore, 
seeks out the righteous—whether rabbis, students, Abraham, or martyrs. It 
groups the midrashim in order to explore the layered and interlocking topoi 
of death, suffering, sacrifice, and martyrdom, and it highlights the aware-
ness of perfume, incense, and the flow of scent that is an integral part of the 
interpretive process and message.

Flowers, Perfume, and the Angel of Death

As they did with almost all the events of daily life, the rabbis imbued the 
practices and rituals surrounding death with multiple meanings and signifi-
cance. And while few of these connotations surface in the legal writings, 
midrash is replete with them. But even as the legal notations depict prepara-
tion of the body in the home, the making and carrying of the bier through 
town, and burial in caves, there is little attestation in these legal notes to the 
wide-reaching association of death with the garden that is so apparent in 
the many midrashim on the subject. Similarly, just as the specific rationale 
for burial with perfume is elusive because it is nowhere discussed in the 
rabbinic legal texts, the sustained comparison of the scholar to perfumed 
oil is linked to death in the midrashim and may point toward some of the 
underlying motivations for the ritual practice.

Plucking the Righteous

Although it lacks a direct reference to scent, the opening of R. Shimon’s 
eulogy for R. Ḥiyya is indicative of many midrashim that draw on the gar-
den from the Songs in reference to death: “R. Shimon entered and eulo-
gized him, ‘My lover has gone down to his garden, to the beds of  spice, to graze 
in the gardens and to gather lilies (Song 6:2).1 The Holy One, Blessed be He, 
knows the deeds of R. Ḥiyya ben Aviyah and has removed him from the 
world.’”2 R. Shimon begins his eulogy for R. Ḥiyya by quoting Songs 6:2. In 
the poetry of the Songs, the female speaker variously compares her body to 
the garden, to beds of spice, and to lilies. She imagines the male as coming 

down to her body the garden, grazing in it, and gathering flowers. Each of 
the verbs—going down, grazing, and gathering—suggests a sexual encoun-
ter. The movement in the verse travels along two spatial axes. The horizontal 
moves through or across the garden, and this axis also extends from broad to 
narrow. The garden is the large place in which the beds of spice are located. 
Even more specific are the lilies, a particular plant among the rows of vari-
ous flora. As for the vertical axis, the male lover travels downward, and the 
flowers travel upward as he plucks them.
 R. Shimon’s interpretation is not triggered by the verse but by the fact 
of R. Ḥiyya ben Aviyah’s death; thus R. Shimon’s desire and need to eulo-
gize his colleague. The metaphor that R. Shimon employs already assumes 
the male lover from the Songs as representing the Divine. However, instead 
of the female lover representing Israel, R. Shimon assumes the role of the 
speaker, and his comment focuses on an interpretation of the garden as the 
world. Like the structure of the verse, in which articulation of the geography 
begins with the broad and ends with the specific object, R. Shimon narrows 
the area of the world to a single person. He also maintains the vertical imag-
ery as he depicts the Divine traveling down to the earth and gathering up 
the rabbi.
 This gathering is personal, even intimate, and demonstrates that the 
structure of the comparison also corresponds to its subject. The flower 
in the poem stands for one small part of the garden and is singled out for 
special attention by the male grazer; so too R. Ḥiyya is singled out from 
all the other people of the world by God.3 As the flower is considered spe-
cial because it is both visually beautiful and wonderfully fragrant, so too R. 
Ḥiyya is considered exceptional because of his good deeds. Although scent 
is suggested only at a very deep level of embedded imagery (the flower: the 
rabbi), the pleasant scent of the righteous is a prevalent theme that R. Shi-
mon likely intends, even though he does not openly articulate it. The strong 
eroticism present within the Songs verse is transformed in the midrash 
into a subtext of mutual sensual ardor and intimacy. The rabbi loves God 
and displays his love through a lifetime of devotion dedicated to study and 
observance of the commandments. Likewise, God responds intimately to 
the rabbi by gathering up his soul as one gathers lilies.
 A recitation similar to R. Shimon’s personal reflection occurs with ref-
erence to the righteous more generally: “My beloved, this is the Holy One, 
blessed be He; to his garden, this is the world; to the beds of  spice, this is Israel; 
to browse in the gardens, these are the synagogues and houses of study. And to 


