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Incense and Fragrances: from House to Church
A Study of the Introduction of Incense in the Early Byzantine Christian Churches
When the Russian ambassadors entered Hagia Sophia in 987, they were struck by the enchanting fragrance
within the church. This wonderful perfume, which floated through the church came from the perfumed oils
burning in the lamps and from the fragrant smoke of incense wafting from censers. In 987, if we are to trust
the Russian primary Chronicle, the prince of Kiev, Vladimir, had sent ten wise men to investigate Christian
churches abroad. They visited the Bulgarians, the Germans and the Byzantines. In Constantinople, they were
received by the emperor himself, who took special care to impress his visitors: “the emperor sent a message
to the patriarch to inform him that a Russian delegation had arrived to examine the Greek faith, and directed
him to prepare the church and the clergy, and to array himself in sacerdotal robes, so that the Russians might
behold the glory of the God of the Greeks. When the patriarch received these commands, he bade the clergy
assemble, and they performed the customary rites. They burned incense, and the choirs sang hymns. The
emperor accompanied the Russians to the church, and placed them in a wide space, calling their attention to
the beauty of the building, the chanting, and the offices of the archpriest and the ministry of the deacons,
while he explained to them the worship of his God.” The Russians were indeed impressed by such splendor
and they eventually chose the Greek faith.
The perfume of the church was but one element in conveying the glory of God. Lights, colours and singing also played an important role in the aesthetic experience. Yet the odour of the church was a key factor in
the choice of the Byzantine church over the Bulgarian and the German churches. Compared with the stench
of Bulgarian churches, and the absence of beauty in the German churches, the sweet-smelling fragrance of
Hagia Sophia was indeed, a pleasant surprise for the visitors. It was to become a trademark of the Byzantine
churches. This is not to say that other churches did not burn incense in their religious buildings, but it seems
clear that the Patriarchal church used more incense and insisted more on perfume than other medieval
churches. Incense had become the perfume of Byzantine churches. The smell of incense lingered in the
churches and, at any time of the day, its odour was expected, strong during the censing, faint the rest of the
time, and a discrete but stubborn reminder that a religious ceremony had taken place.
Yet, it may seem surprising to find incense in such a prominent place in Christian Byzantine churches
when it was so despised for its use in pagan sacrifices by early Christian writers. The Apologists, following
some Biblical texts against sacrifices, have no word strong enough to condemn incense sacrifice. Some
authors, like Tertullian, even reprove incense selling since it can condone idolatry if it leads the buyers to
sacrifice with it. In the first three centuries AD, incense sacrifice had become the most common, and, with
libations, one of the cheapest of all sacrifices. Christian soon considered incense offering as a symbol for
idolatry. They insisted that the true worship of God in Christianity has nothing to do with incense. For these
early Christians, material sacrifices proved a misunderstanding on the part of Jews and pagans on the true
nature of God who, as a spiritual being, did not need or relish material offerings. More often than not, up to
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the fifth century, when Christian sermons and treatises mention incense, it is to reject it from Christian worship and condemn it for its sacrificial use.
For a second reason references to incense were unpopular in early Christian writings. The sacrifice of
incense was the easiest and most commonly required sacrifice during the persecutions against Christians.
Incense was very much tainted with either the blood of the martyrs or, worse, with the fall of weaker Christians into apostasy. Even twelfth century Byzantine sources mention incense in connection with the martyrs.
Theodore Balsamon (c.1140–after 1195) and John Zonaras (12th c.), both recall how persecutors used incense
to force Christians towards making sacrifice, and apostasy.
In the light of this well-publicised early Christian aversion towards incense, it should come as a surprise
that incense eventually came to be widely used in late antique and mediaeval Byzantine churches. This change
of attitude requires an explanation and a careful dating. Two questions remain unsolved: when was incense
brought inside churches? The debate turns around Constantine, who, if we trust the Liber Pontificalis Ecclesiae Romanae, is responsible for offering censers, incense and spices to the newly erected Roman basilicas
that he subsidised. Was Constantine offering something totally unknown to Christian churches and to Christian households or was it acceptable, for Christians, to receive such gifts because incense, spices and censers
were commonly used by these same Christians and formed an important part of their material culture?
Few scholars have devoted attention to the Late Antique Christians’ attitude towards incense and those
who have studied incense have mostly studied either its trade or its use in the Christian liturgy. From C. F.
Atchley to M. Pfeifer, scholars of the liturgy have often traced the different steps of the introduction of incense
in churches. C. F. Atchley’s study was a pioneer work and it stands out. Whenever he saw incense in a text,
he made a note of it and that reference ended up in one of his neatly arranged chapters. His approach was
functionalist and it represented the first attempt at explaining the diverse uses of incense in mediaeval
churches. Although Atchley warned scholars not to trust the Liber Pontificalis for the fourth century, and he
dated the general introduction of incense inside churches to the fifth century, many scholars have followed
L. Duchesne in dating the introduction of incense to the time of Constantine, and in relying on the authenti
city of the Constantinian donations recorded in the Liber Pontificalis Romanae ecclesiae10. G. Dix notes the
rejection of incense in the pre-Nicene Church but he does not marvel that the survivors of the Great persecution could celebrate their cult with incense11. R. Taft notes the absence of incense in the early Church, but he
does not explain its subsequent presence in later centuries. He cites Atchley, Dix and Schneider on the subject12. Most scholars of the liturgy consider that incense made its entry into the churches along with other
major changes brought by Constantine, such as the freedom to worship and the building of lavishly decorated basilicas. Since it was taken for granted in later centuries, none wondered why Constantine would offer
something apparently so offensive to Christians. They recorded the change, but did not try to explain why
censers could be accepted as a gift by the Roman church, if incense was such a despised product, shunned
by Christians as conducive to idolatry.
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If we are to agree that Constantine did offer censers and spices to the Roman churches, we have to explain
why this was possible, and not offensive to Christians. It is important to understand what incense meant to
Christians, leaving aside the pagan or Jewish religious use of incense. Sacrificial incense was not acceptable
for Christians, but there were other, more mundane uses of incense and perfumes. This is where a study of
material culture can help. Christians were not “foreign elements” within a society. Although most had completely abandoned the cults of the gods, they still shared traditions and a common understanding of what was
good for their health and environment. In order to understand why incense, and more generally perfumes
became part of the Christian religious culture, we have to turn to the role they played in ordinary life, in a
domestic setting. To understand what value was granted to them, one should study not only their prices and
availability but also the different occasions on which incense and perfumes were called for. This is the reason
why this study will devote a section to the belief that incense and more generally good odours could drive
away illnesses; then another section will study how this belief induced an altogether protective and pleasurable use of incense and perfumes into domestic or public settings. I will argue that it is this combination of
beliefs and practices, which led Christians to maintain a purificatory use of incense in their houses and eventually in their churches. It is this type of use, which Constantine probably had in mind, if he really did offer
censers the Roman Church, (as opposed to the sacrificial use of incense, which was only later, also introduced
in the churches).
1) Air Properties and Perfumed Medicines
Ancient people had a very strong sense of the influence of natural elements on their life. They paid attention to their environment because they strongly believed that it was the key to their well-being. This was
particularly true of the air that surrounded them. The novelist Heliodoros explains that there is no way to
protect ourselves from the influence of the air we breathe because it penetrates into us: “We are completely
enveloped in air, which permeates our bodies by way of our eyes, nose, respiratory tract, and other channels,
bringing with it, as it enters, various properties from outside, thus engendering in those who take it an effect
corresponding to the properties it introduces. [...] Being composed of such fine particles, it penetrates to his
bones, to his very marrow13.” The properties of the air and particularly its odours therefore were carefully
watched. A common lore attributed malevolent powers to foul odours, as they were commonly believed to
be the cause of diseases. They were not only disliked for their unpleasantness, but they were also held to be
dangerous. Galen mentioned the danger involved in entering a house where the air was putrid14. The Hippocratic tradition taught that the corruption of the air was the only source of disease, and its followers refused to
accept the idea of contamination by contact with a sick person15. The treaty On Breaths attributes the origin
of all illnesses, including epilepsy, the sacred illness, to the air one breathed: “Epidemic fever has this characteristic because all men inhale the same wind; when a similar wind has mingled with all bodies in a similar way, the fevers too prove to be similar. [...] So whenever the air has been infected with such pollution as
are hostile to the human race, the men fall sick.”16 Diseases made the air malevolent to people explains Lucretius, “fit morbidus aer”17. Christians of the fourth century shared this point of view with the non-Christian
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members of society: “If they lived in a pestilential atmosphere, they were bound to fall ill for certain”, warned
Eusebius18. For Christians, too, sickness rolled in with the winds. They too believed that foul air endangered
their health.
Everything that smelt badly was deemed potentially dangerous as well as disagreeable. Lucretius even
believed that there existed a tree whose stinking flowers could kill passers by19. Naturally, nothing frightened
the people of the ancient world more than the terrible smell of rotten, corrupted matter. There was a real horror and fear of dead bodies, “for anything that is decomposing has an evil odour”, notes Theophrastos20.
Fumigation by strong and powerful substances could help conceal this stench. Incense was burnt and perfumes
exposed to the air while lamps and candles were lighted around the dead body lying in state. Survivors of a
deceased person would purify the house of the dead by burning incense, and hoped thus to create a wall of
smoke between death and themselves. By surrounding themselves with perfumes, they hoped to overcome
the power of foul air.
From the belief in the aerial theory of the spread of diseases, and from the sickness-bearing power accorded to foul smell, there followed the crucial need to drive dangerous odours away by replacing them with
agreeable scents, which were equally aerially mobile. Spices and fragrant herbs were believed to have curative powers partly because they were able to push away the deadly stench. As the Babylonian Talmud puts
it: “the spices are to remove the bad smell”21.
Therefore fragrances were granted powers in the same way as foul odours were: they could penetrate the
body since they mingled with the air or with liquids. Their primary use was to counteract the malevolent effect of bad smell, first as a preventive measure, and then as a medicine. This is why they were used as an
antidote to the odour of death and the corruption of the flesh, as an almost universal ingredient in the cure of
illnesses, and finally as a protective substance in everyday life. These ideas were not new, as Athenaeos reports: “Don’t you know that the sensations of our brain are soothed by sweet odours and cured besides, just
as Alexis says in Love-lorn Lass: “A highly important element of health is to send good odours to the brain.”22
From the Greek medical tradition and folklore they were also imported to Rome. At the time when a “plague”
struck Rome in Commodus’ time, his doctors advised him to leave Rome and to go to a tiny place called
Laurentium. “The doctors thought this place was safe, because it was reputed to be immune from infectious
diseases in the atmosphere, by virtue of the redolent fragrances of the laurels and the pleasant shade of the
trees there. The inhabitants of the city followed the doctors’ orders too, by filling their nostrils and ears with
sweet scented perfume and by making constant use of incense and aromatic herbs. Some said that if sweetsmelling scent filled the sensory passages first, it stopped them (from later) inhaling the polluted air. If an
infection were to get in, they said, the scent (then) drove it out by its greater potency.”23
During the periods of both of the Early and of the Later Roman Empire, Christians shared this idea that
good odours could counteract the spread of illnesses and even cure them24. The third century writer, Clement
of Alexandria, for example, admits that fragrances are healthy, particularly for the brain25. He recommends
placing perfumes on the nose to cure common colds, or rubbing one’s feet with perfumed cream, in order to
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warm them and to draw blood away from the head. He believes perfumes can cure headaches and improve
moods. He eventually concludes that perfumed ointments are excellent for one’s health, and that perfumes
should be used as a medicine, ὥσπερ φαρμάκῳ (hôsper pharmakô). In his mind, this was their raison d’être.
When used for seduction or display, they were being misused and these uses should be shunned by Christians.
Fragrant spices and gum-resins were clearly not neutral products, they were deemed powerful and they
belonged to both the world of medicine and to the world of folk remedies. Apuleius describes frankincense,
cassia and myrrh as medicines in his Apologia26, and indeed, any book of medicine recommends those ingredients to cure a number of different ailments.
In the same way as modern medicines come in the form of syrups, pills or suppositories (with the same
ingredients and power to cure) ancient perfumed medicines also took in different forms. They could be oilbased and liquid, they could be mixed to an emollient cream, also they could come in a solid form, or in a
powdered form. Frankincense, for example, was used in fumigation, salve, potions and pills. It was also part
of some oil-based perfumes and unguents. Medicines, efficient in liquid forms, also could be burnt as incense.
One of the most famous perfumed medicines was called Kyphi27. It was deemed to have all sorts of beneficial
properties. Plutarch states that Kyphi was used “both as a potion and as a salve; for taken internally, it seems
to cleanse properly the internal organs, since it is an emollient.”28 The Syriac Book of Medicines, a compilation of Hippocratean medical knowledge, with four hundred prescriptions and a section on astrology, possibly
written by a Nestorian physician, contained information about another fragrant panacea, bearing a slightly
different name. It records a medicine called “Kûpar”, effacious in the cure of hardness of the liver, pleurisy
and coughs. It was made of gum of terebinth, of myrrh, spikenard, crocus, cinnamon, cassia and of a few
other plants: “Dissolve the medicine which can be dissolved and the dried grapes in strong-smelling wine,
pound the dry medicines and clean them, and melt the gum of terebinth with the honey, and mix them all
together, and work up well and pour them into a vessel, and administer in some drink that is suitable for the
particular disease. It may also be burnt like incense before the table, and its smell is very pleasant.”29 The
idea that a medicine can be used both to cure and to create a pleasant atmosphere, reveals the profound polyvalence of ancient medicines. They could cure a specific ailment and at the same time bring about a general
sense of well-being and of protection. The fact that they cured, protected and aroused a sense of pleasantness
at the same time, was not perceived as being contradictory, but it was seen evidence of their effectiveness.
Their fragrance alone was seen as a beneficial power. For example, besides the practical warming and sometimes soothing effects of spices used in salves to heal wounds, the aroma of the medicine was supposed to
bring relief and to help to cure the wounded patient.
Incense represented a very popular preventive medicine, at time when the well recognized beneficial
properties of perfume on the brain were added to the beneficial influence of the air one breathed upon one’s
health. Out of that combination of beliefs came the notion that diffusing perfume in the air not only refreshed
a room, but also that it brought protection to those smelling it.
This idea was not new. It was long used in Egypt to refresh the air of temples. Plutarch describing the
daily offering of incense in Isiac temples, helped to spread that knowledge. He explains how incense was
used as an air-freshening tool “conducive to health.”30 Different types of incense were burnt for their specific properties, at different times of the day. Early in the morning, the priests burnt resin on the altars to
revivify and purify the air that had become heavy and oppressive during the night; “fanning into fresh life
the languished spirit innate in the body, in as much as the odour of resin contains something forceful and
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stimulating.”31 Then, at midday, they burnt myrrh to counteract the copious exhalations coming from the earth
and to protect the temple from pestilence. At nightfall, they burnt Kyphi, the famous compound incense, which
was made of sixteen ingredients. Plutarch writes: “Most of the ingredients that are taken into this compound,
in as much as they have aromatic properties, give forth a sweet emanation and a beneficent exhalation, by
which the air is changed, and the body moved gently and softly by the current, acquires a temperament conducive to sleep; and the distress and strain of our daily cares, as if they were knots, these exhalations relax
and loosen without the aid of wine.”32
We could argue that Plutarch’s description fits a religious tradition whereby incense was considered a
sacrifice to the gods. But he reveals that the Isiac temples’ use of incense was meant to benefit the priests
and not solely to placate the gods: “In their sacred services and holy living and strict regimen, the element
of health is no less important than that of piety.”33
Although Isiac temples showed a sophistication in their use of incense, which may not have been matched
elsewhere, the general knowledge of incense’s curative and protective powers was neither restricted to the
world of learned priests, nor to the world of physicians. It was widespread. Incense was commonly used in
houses where health matters were considered seriously and where means were not lacking. In pagan houses,
incense could protect the living while pleasing the gods. It was used in a wealthy Egyptian house in the fifth
century, the house of Gesios. Shenoute, hegoumenos of the White Monastery, and Gesios’ personal enemy,
said that it was burning on the domestic altars devoted to his gods34. In Christian houses, it came to protect
the living both from danger, and from illnesses and demons. In 526, the first action of the monk Zosimus,
when he foresaw the coming earthquake that was to destroy Antioch, was to shield from destruction the house
where he was staying, by lighting a censer in order to carry efficient prayers to God35.
2) Domestic uses of incense and perfumes
Greek literature, recorded for later generations, the beneficial power of perfumes and the difference means
by which to purify a room36. Burning fragrant resins, spreading spices or sweet-smelling herbs aimed at disinfecting buildings, and at the same time, maintained a pleasant atmosphere. From the residence of Circe,
fragrant smokes of cedar wood and thuia embalmed the air of the island and turned her cave into a centre of
attraction37. We know from Euripides that burning incense was the daily task of servants, who cleaned the
house and swept the floors in fifth century BC Athens38. In Roman times, such habits of air freshening were
frequent, not only in the main living area, but also in the different rooms of the house. Pliny mentions a
number of ways to perfume the rooms of wealthy villas. In triclinia, for example, water mixed with lemon
verbena was spread before a meal, to make the meat appear more attractive39, and after the meal, to purify
the air. “With this, writes Pliny, the table of Jupiter is swept, and homes are cleansed and purified.”40 Quin	31
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Ch. Singer, The Herbal in Antiquity and its Transmission to later Ages. JHSt 47 (1927) 1–52: S. Amigues, Etudes de botanique
antique. (Mémoires de l’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres). Paris 2002.
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Pliny, Historia naturalis 25, 59, 107: aiunt, si aqua spargatur triclinium qua maduerit, laetiores convictus fieri = They say too
that if a dining-couch is sprinkled with water in which this plant has been soaked the entertainment becomes merrier, transl. W.
H. S. Jones. London – Cambridge 1956, 215–7. W. Deonna – M. Renard, Croyances et superstitions de table dans la Rome
antique (Collection. Latomus XLVI). Bruxelles 1961, 41.
Pliny, Historia naturalis 25, 59, 105: hac Iovis mensa verritur, domus purgantur lustranturque, ibid. 214–5.
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quefolium41 and saffron42 were also used to clean domestic floors. Fresh flowers were strewn for their beauty
as well as for their redolence; another case where purification and pleasure worked together. Luxury living
included perfumes. In the third century, Elagabalus’ imperial palace was a very fragrant place: he “would
have perfumes from India burned without any coals, in order that the fumes might fill his apartments”43. “He
used to strew roses and all manner of flowers, such as lilies, and narcissi, over his banqueting-rooms, his
couches and his porticoes, and then stroll about in them.”44 Elagabalus was famous for living luxuriously, yet,
only the quantities consumed by him were extraordinary; it was not uncommon for rich people to adorn the
atmosphere of their house with balmy scents and beautiful flowers. For parties and especially for weddings,
all sorts of perfumes were called forth. To prepare the marriage of emperor Honorius with Stilicho´s daughter Maria, the poet makes the Goddess Venus issue some orders: “Let these haste to entwine the gleaming
door-posts with my sacred myrtle. Do sprinkle the palace with drops of nectar and kindle a whole grove of
Sabaean incense.”45 These preparations and ways of describing weddings reach a long way back in time:
Sappho’s description of Hector and Andromache’s wedding also includes the burning of myrrh, cassia and
frankincense46. They were still common in sixth century A.D. Egypt: Dioskoros of Aphrodito, in an Epithalamium for Count Kallinikos, describes the rose-filled bedroom awaiting the new couple47. In all these cases,
it is difficult to distinguish what is propitiation, what are pleasure and festive celebrations and what is creation
of an erotic atmosphere, in this abundance of fragrances.
With adherence to these practices, the senses of sight and smell were delighted, while the mind was reassured that the air was safe. W. Deonna argued that the use of flowers, particularly at roses, on numerous floor
mosaics symbolically rendered permanent their power of purification48. This argument should be remembered
when interpreting flower ornamentation in churches.
One way to render the atmosphere of a house fragrant was to take care of the quality of the oil burning
in the lamps. The oil used for the lamps was often of inferior quality49, and it was notorious famous for producing an acrid odour when burned50. Among the most common practices was to pour perfumed unguents
into a variety of lamps. A few drops of unguents could transform this acridity into various sweet scents. Elagabalus had balsam-oil poured into the lamps51. Trimalchio uses the same perfume for his guests, and for
the lamps52. The Vita Silvestri recommends that nard-oil be burnt in Roman basilicas53.
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London, 1953, II 166–7.
Script. Historiae Aug, Ant. Elag. 19, 7: stravit et triclinia de rosa et lectos et porticus ac sic deambulavit, idque omniflorum
genere, liliis, violis, hyacinthis et narcissis, transl. ibid. II 144–5.
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Juvenalis, Sat. V 86–88, p. 76–7: at hic qui pallidus adfertur misero tibi caulis olebit lanternam = the sickly greens offered to
you, poor devil, will smell of the lamp“; Horace, Sat. I, VI, 123–24: ungor olivo, Non quo fraudatis immundus Natta lucernis =
I anoint myself with oil – not such as filthy Natta steals from the lamps; Lucretius, De rer. nat. VI 791–3 mentions the potential
danger lying in the acrid odor of lamps when the flame has just been extinguished: Nocturnumque recens extinctum lumen ubi
acri nidore offendit nares, consopit ibidem concidere et spumas qui morbo mittere suevit.
Script. Historiae Aug, Ant. Elag. 24, 1, transl. D. Magie. London 1953, II 153.
Petronius, Sat. 70, 9: Hinc ex eodem unguento in vinarium atque lucernam aliquantum est infusum.
Liber Pontificalis, Vita Silvestri, ed. L. Duchesne. II 173, Oleus nardinus pisticus.

82

Béatrice Caseau

Christians maintained the habits and practices of their ancestors. They did not renounce the use of perfumes
and incense to refresh the air they breathed. Even Tertullian, who is not known for indulging in practices
tainted with paganism, invites Christians to put flowers on their bed, if they enjoy it54, and he confesses about
himself: “if the smell of any place offends me, I burn something from Arabia.”55 In the late fourth century,
when the poet Claudian describes ideal palaces, they are redolent with sweet smelling scents. The palace of
Neptune is “all adorned with flowers”56. “In the midst [of the residence of Venus] is a courtyard rich with
fragrant turf that yields a harvest of perfume; there grows sweet spikenard and ripe cassia, Panchaean cinnamon flowers and sprays of oozy balm, while balsam creeps forth slowly in an exudative stream.”57 These
divine gardens were not far from what could be seen in Rome, itself58. It was not uncommon to see rich
landowners embellish their urban gardens with exotic plants transplanted from other regions. “In many sections of the city, writes Columella, we see at one time cassia putting forth its leaves, again the frankincense
plant, and gardens blooming with myrrh and saffron.”59
This obsession with beneficial odours also led the Romans to add spices and perfumes to wine and food.
The sense of smell seemed to be as important as the sense of taste where food was concerned. This is why,
when the food, in itself, was not fragrant, spices were added to it. The preservative capacity of spices was
used above all to maintain the quality of food and wine, which was naturally a constant problem. Spices also
could be chosen for their medicinal capacities. Salts, for example, could be spiced for therapeutic purposes.
Apicius gives us a recipe that is supposed to work for everything: “These spiced salts are used against indigestion, to move the bowels, against all illness, against pestilence as well as for the prevention of colds. They
are very gentle indeed and more healthful than you would expect.”60 Wine provided a frequent ground for
experimentation. Spices were mixed with wine to help in bettering and preserving its taste but also to lessen
drunkenness61. Rose wine and violet wine proposed in Apicius’ cookbook, were, it seems, used as laxatives.
Odours were used to stimulate taste, says Plutarch62. They were also used for their specific curative or
beneficial properties. Beyond the issue of taste lay something more important: preserving the food and protecting health and well-being.
3) Incense, Magic and the Other-World
Besides the medicinal reasons for use of perfumes, and besides the existence of deeply entrenched habits,
there was yet another reason for Christians to keep on using perfumes in their houses. A perfect aroma was,
for the Christians too, an attribute of the divine. Perfumes were believed to be powerful elements of spiritual and divine beings.
This association of divine beings with perfumes is very ancient. The belief that God, gods and goddesses
were themselves fragrant beings was in some degree shared by Jews, pagans and Christians. A few Old Tes54
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40). New York 1959, 253.
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rivo.
Varro, Res Rusticae I 2, 10. P. Grimal, Les jardins romains à la fin de la république et aux deux premiers siècles de l’Empire.
Paris 1943.
Columella, On Agriculture III 8, 4: compluribus locis urbis iam cassiam frondentem conspicimus, iam tuream plantam, florentisque hortos myrrha et croco, transl. H. Boyd Ash. Cambridge – London 1941, I 275.
Apicius, Cookery and Dining in Imperial Rome, ed. and transl. by J. Dommers Vehling. New York 1977, 54. The ingredients are:
common salt ground, ammoniac salt, pepper, ginger, aminean bryony, thyme seed, celery seed, origany, saffron, rocket seed,
marjoram, nard leaves, parsley and anise seed.
Athenaeus, Deipn. XI 464, transl. Ch. Burton Gulick. London 1927, 24–5, Book 2, 66. – Pliny mentions a mixture of myrrh and
ashes of swallow’s beak in the wine: Historia naturalis 30, 51: hirundis rostri cinis cum murra tritus et vino quod bibetur inspersus securos praestabit a temulentia. = A swallow’s beak reduced to ash, beaten up with myrrh, and sprinkled on the wine that
will be drunk, will free drinkers from fear of becoming tipsy.
Plutarch, Advice About Keeping Well 126, in Moralia, vol. II, ibid., 236–37.
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tament texts give a basis to this idea, particularly one which describes the Wisdom of God, soon to be interpreted as the Holy Ghost: Sicut cinnamomum et balsamum aromatizans odorem dedi, / quasi myrrha electa
dedi suavitatem odoris; et quasi storax, et galbanus, et ungula, et gutta, / et quasi Libanus non incisus vaporavi habitationem meam, / et quasi balsamum non mistum odor meus63. In early Christian writers, God
himself is described as the perfect fragrance. Athenagoras calls God ἡ τελεία εὐωδία64, the ultimate fragrance.
The same image appears in Irenaeus of Lyon: God does not need sacrifices, since “He is forever full of all
goods, of all sweet smell and He has in himself all the vapors of fragrances.”65 He is even the prototype of
fragrance. In the Christian thought-world, wonderful fragrances stand for virtues, holiness and the divine.
God’s dwelling and the saints’ residence in heaven is described as a fragrant place. When Symeon Stylites
the Younger had a vision of the other-world, he saw “the garden of Paradise and the trees, and a palace of
light, and a spring of perfume gushing on top of an arch built by God.”66 As a result, whenever Christ or his
messengers appear to those who will die shortly after, perfume is very often mentioned as a sure sign that the
door of Paradise has been opened. When Symeon the elder was sick and close to his death, God looked after
him so that, “the wind blew softly, and it was cool and balmy as though heavenly dew were dropping upon
the saint. Pleasant fragrances exhaled and emerged from it, the like of which has not been told in the world.
There was not one single odour, but wave upon wave came, whose several odours were different from one
another, so that neither spices nor sweet herbs and pleasant smell which are in this world, can be compared
to the fragrance of those waves; the result of the care and providence of God.” Perfume obviously played an
important role in describing the Divine in Christian literature. This was not, however, specifically Christian.
In Graeco-Roman mythologies, wonderful life giving odour was also the attribute of some of the gods and
a sign of their divinity67. For Homer, “the outstanding characteristic of Zeus, when he sits on Mount Ida, is
fragrance.”68 The late antique poet Claudian mentions Venus’ fragrant bosom69. Naturally, the fragrance of the
gods was so powerful that it was spread upon whatever they touched wherever they went. A large area like
Cyprus was scented, because of Venus’ supposed dwelling there. For Catullus, gods and goddesses smelt of
an inimitable perfume, whose fragrance was such a marvel that anyone having smelt it would wish to be only
a nose70. This divine perfume is sometimes referred to as “ambrosia”. It was for the gods, both their perfume
and their food, since these divine beings fed up fragrances.
Because divine beings were rendered well-disposed when offered perfumes, it was a natural consequence
that fragrances were used to manipulate them, both in temple rituals and in magical rituals. Temple pagan
rituals included the offering of incense to gods and goddesses, who were supposed to relish feeding on perfumes. Magical papyri refer to incense as one of the fundamental ingredients used to make spells work. Different kinds of incense were prepared to suit each god’s taste: “The proper incense of Kronos is styrax, for
it is heavy and fragrant; of Zeus, malabathron; of Ares, kostos; of Helios, frankincense; of Aphrodite, Indian
nard; of Hermes, cassia; of Selene, myrrh. These are the secret incenses.”71 Incense and spicy unguents were
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as clearly a part of a sorcerer’s equipment as they were basic medicines72. They were used for their mediatory powers, for they carried the words of the spell to the gods and spirits. Incense, that is, usually either
gum-resins or fragrant woods, was burnt while some magic words were pronounced. They were also used for
their propitiatory powers since there was hope that the gods and spirits, being pleased by the sacrifice, would
be willing to fulfil the spell. Incense could be used in a sacrifice, as a sacrifice, or as a tool to please the gods
and to carry the spell. In a spell to meet a god, we can see this separation between sacrifice and incense offering: when you have sacrificed burn also the seven approved kinds of incense in which the gods delight,
for the seven censings of the seven stars. The incenses are these: malabathron, styrax, nard, kostos, cassia,
frankincense and myrrh. Take these and the seven flowers of the seven stars, which are rose, lotus, narcissus,
white lily, erephyllinon, gillyflower, marjoram. Having ground them all to a powder, with wine not mixed
with seawater, burn all as incense73.
The number of amulets and magical papyri of Christian origin indicate the heavy infusion of magic in
Christian homes74. Aromatics were still called upon to work the magic, in a society where they were readily
available75. While some Christians continued to practise magic in the traditional manner, trusting incense to
carry to the spirits their binding message, others refused any practice involving the manipulation of demons
they feared76. However, they kept on attributing to incense its beneficial properties. Their thought-world admitted an opposition between the divine, the good, the fragrant, and the demonic; between the evil and the
fetid. They retained the ancient association between perfume and the divine world, an association, which is
clear in the New Testament. Early Christian imagery is rich in references to fragrances and uses perfumes as
a symbol: “we are the aroma of Christ to God” (2 Co. 2, 15) said Paul, talking about the Christians. From
Origen to Gregory of Nyssa, the numerous spices and fragrances surrounding the beloved in the Song of
Songs, stood for Christ’s virtues77.
In that thought-world, if God and Paradise were the spring of all perfumes, evil and demons stood for
stench. Christians eventually believed that demons could not tolerate perfumes, a reminder of Paradise and a
token of God’s sanctity. Incense and more generally perfumes became demonifuge. Demons and heresies, the
work of their influence, “stank”. Through the elaboration of a rhetoric of stench and fragrance applied to
order the world into antinomies such as Hell and Paradise, sin and sanctity, evil and good, heresy and orthodoxy, the appreciation of fragrant substances, perfumes and incense, was transformed into a specifically
Christian one. Where pagans considered that divine beings and spirits, gods and demons alike were pleased
by incense78, Christians now made an insuperable distinction between godly fragrances, and demonic stench.
Demons – including former gods – were no longer pleased by the smoke of incense, but they were driven
away by the odour of Paradise which holy Christians used against them. The evolution of Christian writers’
perception of fragrances is clear if we compare Origen who, in the third century thought that the simple fact
of burning incense could please and retain demons on earth79, and Symeon Stylites the Younger, who in the
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sixth century, used incense precisely to drive away those same demons80. Incense as fragrance had been
Christianized in the period between their two lifetimes. The common sets of ideas concerning incense was
adopted and adapted by Christians.
So far, we have explained why incense and perfumes could be used in Christian houses in the same way
they had been used for health reasons in pagan houses. Whenever available, perfumes were poured into the
oils of the lamps and when a crowd was gathered in one room, censers were very probably lit to dispel bad
odours. It seems reasonable to assume that Christians maintained such a tradition even when they were gathering for cult reasons. However, this has been debated: because Christian writers only mention incense in a
metaphorical way before the fourth century. The first sure attestation of incense inside a church dates back
to the end of the fourth century in the Anastasis in Jerusalem. It is not possible to assert that incense was
always present in churches before that date. It is even highly possible that in some churches, the odour of
incense was considered offensive. In North African churches, Donatists had already accused Catholics of
crypto-paganism and of leniency towards turificati, Christians who had offered a sacrifice of incense to pagan
gods during the persecution. The last thing they needed in their churches was the odour of incense floating
around to confirm the Donatists worst suspicions81. However, in other churches in Italy, Syria or Palestine,
where such accusations were uncommon, incense may have been used in the usual prophylactic manner.
4) Incense and the dead
There is yet another reason for the introduction of incense inside churches and it is linked to its use around
the dead. Fumigation by incense was used at different stages of the funerals for its purificatory and prophylactic powers: it was used at home during the lying in state, then during the funerary processions, and finally inside the tomb. Incense was present wherever a location had been contaminated by death. The survivors
of a deceased person would purify the house of the dead by burning incense, and they hoped to create, at the
same time, “a wall of smoke between death and themselves”.
Incense was burnt and perfumes were exposed to the air while lamps and candles were lit around the body.
Depending on the social status of the dead person, the body was exposed to visitors, sometimes at the entrance
of the house, or, in the case of emperors, in a room of the palace. This exposure lasted from one day, for an
ordinary poor citizen, to a week, for an emperor.
In funeral processions, the purification of the air was intended as a protection for the living, while inside
the burial cave, it offered its apotropaic powers not only to the living, (visiting during the occasional festive
gatherings), but also to the dead. Incense was supposed to keep demons at a distance. This practice is well
attested by the numerous incense burners discovered in tombs. At different times during the year, family, or
those persons in charge of the tomb, would gather for a meal and a commemoration of the dead. The success
of these refrigeria is indicated by the graffiti and paintings present in Roman catacombs82. This was a time
at which incense was probably welcome to refresh the confined air and to ward off demonic ghosts. It is
possible that some of the censers found in the tombs were used during such gatherings and were left behind,
in the same way that one deposits behind pots of flowers on contemporary tombs. These gatherings were an
occasion upon which to make the required offerings to the deceased. Inscriptions sometimes explained how
the deceased wished his tomb to be cared for: that is with flowers, incense, or with fragrant lights and so
forth.
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The deceased believed that they still needed protection, and some inscriptions insist on having constant
demonifuge, as provided by the combination of light and fragrances. Demons and hostile forces were supposed to hate perfumes and light. Demons were always associated with bad odour. Therfore perfumes were
very useful around tombs. They would protect both the dead and the living. This belief is ancient. A funerary
inscription of the end of the first century, in Rome, asks for garlands and for a lamp constantly to be burning
with nard83. Another inscription asks, that the freedmen of the deceased put violets and rose petals over the
tomb, at the Parentalia and during two other festivals, and that they place a lighted lamp filled with incense
on the tomb three times a month84.
Perfumes acted as well-wishing token for the dead. An inscription found in Rome expresses the hope of
seeing the loved one reach a fragrant place: ἐν μύροις σοῦ, τέκνον, ἡ ψυχή85. Christians created their own
Paradise as a fragrant garden, and they certainly felt at ease with perfumes around the dead. The Passio Perpetuae hints at the delicious scent of perfumes of Paradise86. Prudentius mingles Virgilian elements and
Christian theology in his poetic description of Paradise87. In order to convince monks that they do not toil in
vain, the Regula Magistri cites a vision recorded in the Passio Sebastiani, that describes Paradise as a splendid fragrant garden: “Herbs with saffron flowers spread a balmy air, from the fields waft the exquisite fragrances filling them. [...] Here winds carrying eternal life invade the nostrils. [...] Bushes produce cinnamon,
and from the shrubs, balm springs up. The fragrance of the air diffuses pleasure to all of the body.”88 Christian
writers picked demonic stench and paradisiac perfumes in order to create a coherent world of opposites.
Actual perfumes and smoking censers were brought to the tombs with this symbolism borne in mind. The
Faithful brought lights and perfumes to the tombs of their loved ones. Light could replace darkness and evil,
perfumes could push away both stench and demons. They also brought wine and food to share with the dead89.
In some cemeteries, the Faithful could also honour the saints, by offering them perfumes; this was a way to
express faith in their immortal life in the garden of Paradise.
Prudentius watched the Faithful come to the catacombs and pour down balsams on Saint Hippolytus’
tomb90. On saint Felix’s tomb in Nola, Paulinus of Nola reports similar offerings, unguents of nard-oil were
mixed with the dust91, and perfumes also directly were poured inside the tomb92. Eventually, later saints’ lives
mention incense as a common and welcome offering at the saints’ tombs. Before their martyrdom, saint
Apater and his sister saint Iraï witness a vision of Christ accompanied by this promise: “even in the case of
serious sinners, if they care to offer to your holy place, the day of your festival on earth, either bread, or wine,
or incense, or sacred vessels, or oil, I shall wash away their sins, and I shall give their persons to you.”93
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Censers and perfumes had always been present around the dead, whether they were pagan, Jewish or
Christian. The Christian offering of perfume and burning of incense certainly accompanied the entry of the
saints’ relics into churches. Sixth century sources, both in the West and in the East, reveal that censers were
often kept at the disposal of the Faithful around saints’ tombs. Before Symeon Stylites the Younger was born,
his mother asked saint John the Baptist to grant her a child: and she came to his church in Antioch, took a
censer, and glaced into it enough incense to fill the church with fragrant smoke94. Pilgrims intended incense
to convey their prayers to the saint. It was the right tool to reach beyond the well-guarded doors of Paradise.
The reasons why incense was found inside late Antique churches are indeed numerous. Incense purified
the air, and it had a positive impact on health. Incense was also charged with symbolic powers, bringing clo
ser earth and heaven, either as a reminder of Paradise awaiting the Faithful or as a means of communication
with the other world. All these good reasons account for its presence in fifth and sixth century churches situated around the Mediterranean sea. Yet, up to the sixth century, incense was still sometimes perceived as
potentially pagan. The previous connection it had with pagan cults and with magical practices remained alive
in peoples’ memories. It is a strong possibility that in the early fourth century, such a pagan connection must
have been made. The memory of the martyrs, who had died for refusing to offer incense to the pagan gods
was also on Christian minds. How likely is it that, in order just to please a Christian bishop, Constantine had
offered ostentatious censers?
5) The Use of Incense in the Roman Basilicas
In the Vita Silvestri of the Liber Pontificalis, compiled in the sixth century, the emperor Constantine is the
donor, who lavishes precious vessels and objects of art on the newly erected Christian basilicas of Rome, as
well as donating properties to provide future revenues. These were shining new basilicas. Imperial generosity ensured that they glittered with gold and silver. Fragrances added their own touch of splendour to the
beautiful decoration. Not only were censers offered, but also spices to burn, and incomes to provide for them.
Great care was taken to make fragrant the space of these Christian buildings, as a detailed study of what was
offered can show.
Under the title of “adornment of the basilica”95, it is specified that the oil burning in the chandeliers offered
to the Constantinian basilica should be pure nard-oil: oleus nardinus pisticus96. Nard was chosen for the exquisite fragrance that came out of it. Pliny explains that nard holds a foremost place among perfumes97. Many
plants, resembling Indian nard, were used for purposes of adulteration98; this is why the Liber Pontificalis
defines the quality of perfume required for the basilicas: pure, unadulterated nard oil. In Pliny’s time, unadulterated nard cost 100 denarii per pound. However, nard oil could be cheap to buy when it was made from
Gallic Nard99. There is no way to tell what kind of nard oil was burning in the Roman basilicas. Nard could
be imported from Syria, Gaul, Crete or India, and its price and odour differed with its origin. Indian nard was
the most expensive, it was subject to the 25% import duty, according to the Red Sea or Alexandrian customs
tariff, which was incorporated in the Digest100. Although pure nard from India could reach 100 denarii per
pound, Gallic nard was only three denarii per pound in Pliny’s time101. Nard oil was produced from the stem
or the leaf of the plant, (it was also called foliatum, leaf unguent)102, and from other ingredients such as amomum, behen oil, iuncus, perhaps lemon grass, costus, amomum, myrrh and balsam103. Dioscorides provides
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the list of ingredients: to nard, add costum, amomum, myrrh and balsam. Gregory of Nyssa was aware that
“one fragrant herb called nard gives its name to the whole mixture”104.
Nard oil was a well-known perfume, commonly burnt in lamps of secular buildings. However, the choice
of nard to fill Christian churches with its scent may have carried a religious meaning. In the Song of Songs,
nard is the perfume that the bride effuses when the King is present105. Nardinus, unguent made with nard,
is also the very same perfume which, when it was spread on Christ at Bethany, filled the house with its
sweet odour106. Gregory of Nyssa in his Third Homily on the Song of Songs connects the two references:
“If the nard of the Gospel has any relationship to the bride’s perfume, we may consider that precious,
‘genuine nard’ poured on the Lord’s head which filled the entire house with its sweet odour. In all likelihood
this perfume did not differ from the perfume that gave the bride the scent of her spouse. [...] In the context
of the Song of Songs, nard brings the scent of the bridegroom to his bride, and, in the Gospel, the sweet
odour of Christ which fills the house becomes the anointing of the whole body of the Church in all the
universe and in the whole world. Perhaps one may find a connection between these two passages.”107 Nard
could be interpreted as the perfume offered to the Lord as well as a symbol of the perfume of the Church,
his bride. The fact that it was strong enough to fill the house, where the Lord was anointed, with love and
humility was one more reason to choose nard. It was also among the ingredients of the sacred incense offered in the Jerusalem Temple, which is known from the Rabbinical tradition. The list in the Liber Pontificalis does not provide any reason for the choice of these objects and spices. However, it is plausible, without “over theologizing”, that the choice of nard was based on Biblical references. We cannot recapture the
odour that came out of the lamps, but we know it was a sweet and powerful scent meant to fill the space.
Nard oil was the combustible of at least 47 chandeliers in the Constantinian basilica that is the present San
Giovanni in Laterano.
Nard oil was not the only fragrant unguent burning in the basilicas. Constantine promised an annual gift
of 150 lb. of spices, to be burnt in front of the altar: donum aromaticum ante altaria, annis singulis lib. CL.
This gift is mentioned just after the present of two gold censers, thymiateria, weighing 30 lb. The censers
were clearly meant to burn these spices in front of the altar and Constantine’s donations took care to include
the necessary ingredients. We know from the plurality of the spices offered, that this incense was a compound
product. Unfortunately, we do not have details about the spices. Incense was not relegated to the corners of
the church, but the two censers were placed in the most sacred part of the building, that is next to the altar.
Another set of fragrance bearing gifts was meant to ornament the baptistery. A “censer of finest gold with
49 prize jewels, weighing 15 lb.” was offered108. Not only did incense waft in the baptistery, but Constantine
offered “in the middle of the Font, a porphyry column that supports a golden basin in which there is a candle,
of finest gold, weighing 52 lb., where at Eastertide 200 lb. of balsam is burnt, while the wick made of coarse
earth flax.”109
For the basilica dedicated to St Peter, the donation includes a censer of finest gold, decorated with 60
jewels and the following items of property to provide the church with spices: “in the suburbs of Antioch: the
property Sybilles, presented to the emperor, revenue 322 solidi, 150 decads of paper (charta), 200 lb. spices,
200 lb. nard-oil, 35 lb. balsam; in the suburbs of Alexandria: the property Trimalca, given to the emperor
Constantine by Ambronius, revenue 620 solidi, 300 decads of paper, 300 lb. nard-oil, 60 lb. balsam, 150 lb.
spices, 50 lb. Isaurian storax; [...] In Egypt, in the territory of the city of Armenia: [...] the property Passinopolimse, revenue 800 solidi, 400 decads of paper, 50 medimni of pepper, 100 lb. saffron, 150 lb. storax, 200
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lb. cassia spices, 300 lb. nard-oil, 100 lb. balsam, 100 sacks of linen, 150 lb. cloves, 100 lb. cyprus-oil, 1000
clean papyrus stalks.”110
The first question to ask concerns the reliability of the Liber Pontificalis about these donations. Are we
dealing with true if clumsy copies of texts kept in the archives at the time of the redaction of the Vita Silvestri in the early sixth century?111 Or do we have an imaginary reconstruction of the donations made to
Pope Silvester by the Emperor Constantine, after Rome had been ransacked and the precious vessels of the
basilicas had been stolen?112 Or again is the list based on what could be seen in late fifth century basilicas?
The problem does not concern the erection of the basilicas, usually admitted, nor the massae, the domains
given to provide the different churches with revenues, (although one of the arguments for the genuineness
of the donations lies precisely on these domains); but it concerns the type and the shape of the objects offered to the basilicas. Let us state the problem. Christian writers of the second and third centuries, present
an image of Christian communities devoid of specific buildings and sacred vessels. They also insist on the
fact that God neither needs incense nor any material offering. Then, suddenly, with the “Peace of the
Church”, buildings appear, along with richly decorated vessels, including censers to burn incense. All this
is in stark contrast to the simplicity of the existence of Christian communities, as depicted by the Apologists.
How can we explain such a change? Some authors believe in the genuineness of these donations, others
doubt it and they would prefer to see there an image of Theodosian basilicas. Their arguments are as follows.
Those against a Constantinian date for the donations depicted in the Vita Silvestri, insist first on the fact
that the Eusebian Vita Constantini does not mention statues or objects given to the Roman basilicas113. Another argument lies in the style of the objects depicted. It is believed that ornamentation should have
excluded sculpture at this time, while, in the donations, we hear of statues of Christ surrounded by the angels and the Apostles114. Even R. Krautheimer, who considers the donations genuine, finds the fastigium
with its figural decoration, out of place in a fourth century basilica: “The only item of dubious date listed
in the Liber Pontificalis among Constantine’s donations to the Lateran basilica is, in my opinion, the
fastigium. Its figural decoration, statues of Christ doctor mundi and the twelve Apostles facing the congregation, and Christ in majesty flanked by angels carrying spears, suggest at the present state of our knowledge,
a date after the middle of the century. Or could the beginnings of three-dimensional figural groups antedate
their appearance in mosaic and painting?”115 Statues had been closely related to idolatry based upon
knowledge of their role in pagan worship. Therefore it would be a major change to introduce statues in a
Christian basilica, at a time when such ambiguous objects might have been regarded as dangerously closely related to pagan practices116. Even if we were to accept images of Christ and the Apostles, angels with
spears also are mentioned among the statues. The representation of angels known from paintings and sarcophagi do not include spears, nor indeed wings, at this time117. Their mere mention points to a later date
very probably. Having incense burning so close to statues would indeed have been an imitation of pagan
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cultic practices, when all the Christian authors of this period vehemently reject the worship of inanimate
objects.
Many scholars, however, have followed L. Duchesne in accepting the genuineness of the donations reported in the Vita Silvestri. We have in Eusebios’ Vita Constantini the plan of the emperor for the church to
be built on Golgotha. It was “to outshine the finest buildings in any city”118. Indeed, when Egeria saw it some
fifty years later, it was richly decorated119 and it had vessels of gold and silver120. Incense burning in portable
censers filled the basilica with fragrance on Sundays121. We lack a precise description for the Lateran basilica,
but we can plausibly assume that the emperor had the same type of arrangements for his Roman foundation
as for that in Jerusalem122. We have the testimony of Jerome on the ornamentation of Roman basilicas in the
second half of the fourth century. He cites marbles, gilded ceilings and precious stones glittering on Church
vessels123. Jerome reproves such display of wealth, but apparently the common opinion against which he
raises his voice is that rich vessels followed Biblical usage: these Churches were the heirs of the Temple of
Jerusalem. Jerome cites the rich liturgical vessels of the Temple, the altar, the lamps, the censers, and the
other precious utensils used for the ritual ceremonies124. Although he himself considers such display of wealth
to belong to the pre-Christian past, a time when God approved of blood sacrifices, his testimony reveals that
everyone was far from happy to share his ideas. There was a strong wish to set up a formal and splendid
liturgy in Roman basilicas and incense would perfectly fit in such a picture. The model that came to their
mind was that of the first Temple of Jerusalem125. It is particularly revealing that the word used in the Liber
Pontificalis to designate the donated censers, “thymiamaterium”, is a rare word that would be used in the
Vulgate to refer precisely to the censers of the Jerusalem Temple126. This however could also point to a late
date for the redaction of the donations.
Other arguments in favor of the donations can be drawn from the text itself of the Vita Silvestri127. Ch.
Pietri, following, L. Duchesne, the editor128, A. Piganiol129 and A. Alföldi130, all make the point that inventing
such precise donations would have required a very talented and knowledgeable person since the geography
revealed is very exact. The locations of the domains given to the different churches match the political geo
graphy of the beginning of the fourth century. To the Lateran basilica, he gave domains only in the Western
parts of the Empire that he ruled at the time of the foundation in 313. To Saint Peter’s basilica, he granted
domains in the East that he had ruled since 324.
Other details may reveal that the compiler had an early fourth century document to work with131. The
redactor of the Liber Pontificalis knew that Egypt still belonged to the Diocese of the Orient, which was true
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up to 386 at the latest132. Finally, the fact that the rather clumsy copyist added to the imperial donations others made in the time of Constantine to the churches of Ostia, Albano, Capua and Naples, suggests that he was
copying from archives rather than that he was creating an inventive reconstitution of treasures. When copying
from his manuscripts, he was not consistent: sometimes we hear of the domains given to provide revenues to
a church, and sometimes not. He listed Church vessel in some cases and not in other cases. It has been argued
that a forger had no reason not to be systematic in his forgery. The other hypothesis is that our redactor was
noting what he could see in early sixth century basilicas, but in this case such omissions, particularly concerning Church plate, would not make sense either.
Cl. Brenot is in favor of the genuineness of the donations, and she brings out the point of view of the
numismatist. She notes that the revenues are given in solidi, which is a practice that started around 309/310.
However, the text also mentions tremisses, which appear to be used from around 380 and are only common
around the reign of Theodosius II and Valentinian III133.
If these donations are genuinely Constantinian, then the interior furnishing of these newly erected Roman
churches departed from tradition and bore the mark of an imperial style. S. de Blaauw suggests (s. n. 112)
that the statues of the Lateran fastigium may have been accepted as a gesture of imperial benevolence in the
fourth century, but were not replaced after their destruction at the hands of invading Barbarians, because
statues were not easily accepted inside churches in Late Antiquity. If censers were indeed lit around the altar,
the smoke rising towards statues, what would Christians have thought ? Could they accept this setting as part
of the imperial gift, without frowning at its pagan connotation ? J. Elsner thinks that it is indeed possible that
different Christian styles were present around the Constantinian era, clearly showing emulation of decorative
schemes of other religions134. Statues would fit in this diversity. If the whole donation is genuine, then we
have to agree that Constantine imparted a very original and personal style to these churches, even to the point
of risking bruising Christian sensibilities with armed angels looking like victories and standing censers, when
Christians had recently died for refusing to offer an incense sacrifice.
It is very unlikely that Constantine would have offered a type of object deliberately offensive to the Christians. Even if he was a recent convert, he was not unaware of what constituted acceptable church plates. He
had advisors on that issue, possibly Silvester himself135. When he decided to provide funds and materials for
the building of a church in Jerusalem, he ordered the local officials to grant to the bishop whatever he
needed. The bishop was clearly in charge136.
After two centuries of opposing imperial orders to offer a sacrifice of incense in front of imperial images,
a sudden obedience to the introduction of incense as Imperial insignia, seems difficult to imagine of the same
Christians. Incense, more than any other product, was tainted with the blood of martyrs. We therefore can
exclude the idea that Constantine pushed censers inside churches to mark them as imperial territory. This
would have been offensive and clumsy. The only acceptable use for incense inside such buildings would have
been the purificatory one.
Mostly what Christians refused, was the sacrificial use of incense. God did not need sacrifices such as
those offered by pagans and Jews. There is no trace of formal opposition to the purificatory use of incense.
Since incense was known for its good medicinal properties and was widely used in domestic settings, it is
very possible that it was used, also inside the vast Roman basilicas. It seems , however, more likely that the
introduction of incense took place later in the fourth or even in the fifth century, when pagan altars had
“stopped smoking” with their own sacrificial incense, and by which date a Christian understanding of incense
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and of spices had had time to develop. By that time, the holy remains of the saints had started to make their
entrance inside churches. The burning of incense during funeral banquets was perceived as natural137. The
complex symbolism of incense as a reminder of Paradise, had been expressed in the poetic voices of Ephrem
and Prudentius. Hagiography was soon to develop the notion of the apotropaic powers of incense. The time
was ripe to introduce censers into Christian basilicas. The idea of propitiatory incense re-emerged. Incense
began to be offered to God or to a saint in order to grant health and the remission of sins. The gradual acceptance of this practice coincides with the collapse of paganism, as seen, for example, in the destruction of
temples: since pagan sacrifices had ceased to be offered, propitiatory offerings of incense in a Christian context could no longer be ambiguously interpreted as an idolatrous act138.
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Paulinus of Nola, Ep. 12; Augustine, Ep. 29, 10.
Since this article was written, new books have appeared: S. Ashbrook Harvey, Scenting Salvation: Ancient Christianity and the
Olfactory Imagination. Berkeley 2006; H. Brandenburg, Ancient Churches of Rome from the fourth to the seventh century. The
Dawn of Christian Architecture in the West. Turnhout 2005. The author does not question the presence of incense inside Constantinian churches. On the text of Liber Pontificalis, see H. Geertman (ed.), Il Liber Pontificalis e la storia materiale. Rome
2003.

