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German Censer, 11th–12th century,
Copper alloy, Rogers Fund, 1909
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T
he burning of incense is one 

of the m
ost pervasive religious 

practices today and throughout 
history. T

he fragrant sm
oke  

filling the air can be w
itnessed 

in any tradition, w
hether 

polytheistic or m
onotheistic, 

w
hether in the A

ncient N
ear 

E
ast, M

odern U
S

, or M
edieval 

E
urope. C

ensers are ubiqui-
tous am

ong religious parapher-
nalia, and on a truly global 
scale. S

urprisingly, how
ever, 

little scholarly attention has 
been given to censers  
and the rituals they facilitate. 

The Censer:  
A Comparative  
Approach

Censer, China, Qing Dynasty, 
19th to early 20th century, bronze

Censer from Eastern Nahua, Mexico, Tehuacan Valley, 1200–1521, ceramic, 
pigment, The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection

Censer, Japan, Edo period, 1650. Stoneware covered with thin glaze,
tail of lacquered wood (Bizen ware). Gift of Mrs. V. Everit Macy, 1923.
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In this project w
e propose to explore these 

com
m

only used yet seldom
 studied ob- 

jects from
 a com

parative perspective. T
his 

investigation entails consideration of the  
m

aterial fabrication of censers them
selves 

and their subsequent significations, as  
w

ell as the role of the incense itself as it  
vaporizes in the course of religious cere
m

onies. B
y com

paring w
e aim

 to unveil 
resem

blances and diff
erences across vari- 

ous religions that at the sam
e tim

e can  
give evidence to the particularities of  
a specific tradition. T

hrough these objects  
w

e also hope to interrogate dom
inant  

narratives in A
rt H

istory defined by exclu- 
sive categories like “the era of art” or by 
retrospectively defined periods or artistic 
developm

ents aligned w
ith dynasties.

C
entering on the censer thus not only  

places the object in a constellation of other 
religious artefacts, but also relocates  
the im

portance of rituals that have long  
been placed at the m

argins of the study of 
religion, art, and ritual. E

m
erging from

  
this, w

e hope, is a better grasp of the role  
of sensorial elem

ents in the fostering of  
the devotional practices of w

orld religions.

A
cknow

ledging the need for an interdisci-
plinary approach to the profound questions 
provoked by the censer as object and as 
site, the project aim

s to unite scholars from
 

diff
erent fields of study in an exploration  

of the censer and its m
ateriality, ontology, 

and presence.
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Censer, China, Southern Song period, Zhejiang,  
stoneware with glaze (Ge ware), Asia Society Museum, New York
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Censer, Japan, Edo period, 1750. Stoneware covered with thin glaze (Bizen ware). 
Gift of Mrs. V. Everit Macy, 1923.
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