Response to ‘Permeable Boundaries: Experiencing the Divine Beyond Sight’, by Silvia Sensi
This paper argues that ancient Egyptian religion should be understood as a deeply multi-sensory experience, with smell playing a central role in how the Egyptians interacted with the divine. Silvia uses sensorial archaeology to show how fragrance—through incense, sacred plants, and perfumes—was considered an extension of the gods themselves. Scents from substances like myrrh, frankincense, and lotus were embedded in myth, ritual, and temple environments, where they could animate divine statues and restore life to the dead. Silvia also discusses the association of solar symbolism with scent, positioning it as a channel through which solar energy and divine life force are transmitted. Overall, it calls for a shift in Egyptology toward incorporating all the senses to better reconstruct how ancient Egyptians lived, experienced, and understood their world.
Incense and plants are frequently depicted in Egyptian art, and I have often wondered which specific ingredients would have been used and the sacred meaning behind them. Silvia has raised many engaging points for discussion and there are some areas I would be interested in seeing her develop further in her final thesis.  
First, it might be interesting to include more context about the ancient Egyptian landscape. We often think of Egypt as predominantly desert-like, but along the Nile it was actually lush and fertile. It would be interesting to explore which plants were available locally and which might have been imported, for example through trade expeditions to Punt.  Expanding on this could help us understand where the ingredients for perfumes and incense came from.  
Sylvia has mentioned several different types of plant and ingredients used in the fragrances, such as lotus blossom and sycamore. It would be worthwhile developing this further, examining some material evidence. For example, recipes found on papyrus tell us that kyphi was a mixture of honey, resins and herbs and this was used to appease and soothe the deities. There appears to a be a lot of evidence about the ‘Seven Sacred Oils’, described in the Pyramid Texts, temple inscriptions and found in physical evidence such as fragrance jars. Including more information on ingredients and production methods would make the discussion more concrete and vivid. Would the preparation of the fragrance have been considered a ritual in itself?  
The paper’s discussion of temple spaces is particularly effective, especially the use of images such as the temple garden of Amun-Ra, which helps situate scent in a religious context. However, the discussion of non-elite experience could be developed further. The introduction mentions non-elite engagement with the divine, but did poorer individuals have access to different ointments incense or perfumes? Lucas (1930), for example, notes that Frankincense and Myrrh were in popular use but became too expensive for ordinary people and brown resin was used instead. It would be worthwhile to compare how priests and non-elite used fragrance in worship.  For instance, priests used an olfactory ‘clock’ burning frankincense in the morning, myrrh at midday, and kyphi in the evening; was fragrance used in a similar way in domestic spaces? 
Finally, I would suggest addressing some of the methodological challenges. Organic substances found in tombs decayed over time making them difficult to analyse. How far can we reconstruct smell archaeologically? Being more explicit about these limitations would strengthen the argument.  
Overall, this is a very informative and interesting paper that I very much enjoyed reading. 
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