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Holy Incense or Wholly Nonsense: Was the Ketoret Rediscovered in 1992? 

 
1) Shemot 30:34-38 
 

ד בְּ  ים וּלְבֹנָ֣ה זַכָּ֑ה בַּ֥ ה סַמִּ֖ לֶת֙ וְחֶלְבְּנָ֔ ףௗ׀ௗוּשְׁחֵ֙ ים נָטָ֤ ˃֣ סַמִּ֗ ה קַח־לְ ה אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֜ אמֶר֩ יְהֹוָ֨ ֹ֩ ה׃וַיּ ד יִהְיֶֽ   בַ֖
דֶשׁ׃ ח טָה֥וֹר קֹֽ חַ מְמֻלָּ֖ ה רוֹקֵ֑ קַח מַעֲשֵׂ֣ רֶת רֹ֖ יתָ אֹתָהּ֙ קְטֹ֔     וְעָשִׂ֤

מָּה ˃֖ שָׁ֑ ד לְ ר אִוָּעֵ֥ ד אֲשֶׁ֛ הֶל מוֹעֵ֔ נָּה לִפְנֵ֤י הָעֵדֻת֙ בְּאֹ֣ ה מִמֶּ֜ נָּה֮ הָדֵק֒ וְנָתַתָּ֨ חַקְתָּ֣ מִמֶּ֘ ם׃ וְשָֽׁ ים תִּהְיֶ֥ה לָכֶֽ דָשִׁ֖ דֶשׁ קׇֽ   קֹ֥
ה׃ ˃֖ לַיהֹוָֽ דֶשׁ תִּהְיֶ֥ה לְ א תַעֲשׂ֖וּ לָכֶ֑ם קֹ֛ ֹ֥ הּ ל תְכֻּנְתָּ֔ ה בְּמַ֨ ר תַּעֲשֶׂ֔ רֶת֙ אֲשֶׁ֣   וְהַקְּטֹ֨

יו׃ ת מֵעַמָּֽ הּ וְנִכְרַ֖ יחַ בָּ֑ ה כָמ֖וֹהָ לְהָרִ֣ ישׁ אֲשֶׁר־יַעֲשֶׂ֥           ס}{ אִ֛
 
And the LORD said to Moses: Take the herbs stacte, onycha, and galbanum—these herbs 
together with pure frankincense; let there be an equal part of each. Make them into incense, a 
compound expertly blended, refined, pure, sacred. Beat some of it into powder, and put some 
before the Pact in the Tent of Meeting, where I will meet with you; it shall be most holy to you. 
But when you make this incense, you must not make any in the same proportions for yourselves; 
it shall be held by you sacred to the LORD. Whoever makes any like it, to smell of it, shall be cut 
off from his kin. 
 
2) Keritot 6a-b 
 

מִשְׁקַל שִׁבְעִים שֶׁל שִׁבְעִים מָנָה. מוֹר, וּקְצִיעָה,   –תָּנוּ רַבָּנַן: פִּיטּוּם הַקְּטֹרֶת: הַצֳּרִי, וְהַצִּיפּוֹרֶן, וְהַחֶלְבְּנָה, וְהַלְּבוֹנָה 
שְׁ˄שָׁה,   –שְׁנֵים עָשָׂר, קִילּוּפָה  – מִשְׁקָל שִׁשָּׁה עָשָׂר שֶׁל שִׁשָּׁה עָשָׂר מָנֶה. הַקּוֹשְׁטְ   –שִׁיבּוֹלֶת נֵרְדְּ, וְכַרְכּוֹם 

סְאִין תְּלָתָא קַבִּין תְּלָתָא. אִם אֵין לוֹ יֵין קַפְרִיסִין  –תִּשְׁעָה קַבִּין, יֵין קַפְרִיסִין  –תִּשְׁעָה. בּוֹרִית כַּרְשִׁינָה   –וְקִנָּמוֹן 
כׇּל שֶׁהוּא. רַבִּי נָתָן אוֹמֵר: אַף כִּיפַּת הַיַּרְדֵּן כׇּל  –עֲלֵה עָשָׁן רוֹבַע. מַ  –מֵבִיא חֲמַר חִיוַּרְיָין עַתִּיק. מֶלַח סְדוֹמִית 

חַיָּיב מִיתָה. רַבִּי שִׁמְעוֹן אוֹמֵר: הַצֳּרִי אֵינוֹ אֶלָּא   –פְּסָלָהּ. חִיסַּר אַחַת מִכׇּל סַמְמָנֶיהָ  –וְאִם נָתַן בָּהּ דְּבַשׁ   שֶׁהוּא.
יסִין, שֶׁשּׁוֹרִין בּוֹ אֶת  שְׂרָף מֵעֲצֵי הַקְּטָף. בּוֹרִית כַּרְשִׁינָה, שֶׁשָּׁפִין בָּהּ אֶת הַצִּיפּוֹרֶן כְּדֵי שֶׁתְּהֵא נָאָה. יֵין קַפְרִ 

   שׁ.הַצִּיפּוֹרֶן כְּדֵי שֶׁתְּהֵא עַזָּה. וַהֲלאֹ מֵי רַגְלַיִם יָפִין לָהּ, אֶלָּא שֶׁאֵין מַכְנִיסִין מֵי רַגְלַיִם לַמִּקְדָּ 
 

The Sages taught in a baraita: How is the blending of the incense performed? Balm, and 
onycha, and galbanum, and frankincense, each of these by a weight of seventy maneh, i.e., 
seventy units of one hundred dinars. Myrrh, and cassia, and spikenard, and saffron, each of 
these by a weight of sixteen maneh. Costus by a weight of twelve maneh; three maneh of 
aromatic bark; and nine maneh of cinnamon. Kersannah lye of the volume of nine kav; 
Cyprus wine of the volume of three se’a and three more kav, a half-se’a. If one does not have 
Cyprus wine he brings old white wine. Sodomite salt is brought by the volume of a quarter-
kav. Lastly, a minimal amount of the smoke raiser, a plant that causes the smoke of the incense 
to rise properly. Rabbi Natan says: Also a minimal amount of Jordan amber. And if one 
placed honey in the incense he has disqualified it, as it is stated: “For you shall make no leaven, 
nor any honey, smoke as an offering made by fire unto the Lord” (Leviticus 2:11). If he omitted 
any one of its spices he is liable to receive death at the hand of Heaven. Rabbi Shimon says: 
The balm mentioned here is nothing other than a resin exuded from the balsam tree, not the 
bark of the tree itself. The Kersannah lye mentioned is not part of the ingredients of the incense 
itself, but it is necessary as one rubs the onycha in it so that the onycha should be pleasant. 
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Likewise, the Cyprus wine is required as one soaks the onycha in it so that it should be 
strong. And urine is good for this purpose, but one does not bring urine into the Temple 
because it is inappropriate. 
 

תְּרֵי,   –מִּים״  אָמַר רַבִּי יוֹחָנָן: אַחַד עָשָׂר סַמְמָנִין נֶאֶמְרוּ לוֹ לְמֹשֶׁה בְּסִינַי. אָמַר רַב הוּנָא: מַאי קְרָאָה? ״קַח לְ˃ סַ 
   חַד, הָא חַד סְרֵי. –ה״ חַמְשָׁה, הָא עַשְׂרָה, ״וּלְבוֹנָה זַכָּ   –הָא חַמְשָׁה, וְ״סַמִּים״ אַחֲרִינֵי  –״נָטָף וּשְׁחֵלֶת וְחֶלְבְּנָה״  

 
Rabbi Yoḥanan says: The eleven ingredients of the incense were stated by God to Moses at 
Sinai, as not all of them are specified in the verses. Rav Huna said: What is the verse from 
which it is derived? “Take for you spices, stacte, and onycha, and galbanum; spices with pure 
frankincense” (Exodus 30:34). The plural form of the phrase: “Take for you spices” is referring 
to two ingredients; “stacte, and onycha, and galbanum” are three ingredients; this results in a 
total of five; and the other mention of “spices” indicates that there are another five, i.e., that one 
should double the previous total, and this results in a total of ten. And finally, “pure 
frankincense” is one, and this results in a total of eleven. 
 
3) Shemot 30:23-25 
 

יִם וּ ים וּמָאתָ֑ שֶׂם מַחֲצִית֖וֹ חֲמִשִּׁ֣ שׁ מֵא֔וֹת וְקִנְּמׇן־בֶּ֥ ים ראֹשׁ֒ מׇר־דְּרוֹר֙ חֲמֵ֣ ˃֮ בְּשָׂמִ֣ ה קַח־לְ ים  וְאַתָּ֣ שֶׂם חֲמִשִּׁ֥ קְנֵה־בֹ֖
יִם׃    וּמָאתָֽ

ין׃ מֶן זַ֖ יִת הִֽ דֶשׁ וְשֶׁ֥ קֶל הַקֹּ֑ שׁ מֵא֖וֹת בְּשֶׁ֣ ה חֲמֵ֥     וְקִדָּ֕
דֶשׁ יִהְיֶֽה׃ מֶן מִשְׁחַת־קֹ֖ חַ שֶׁ֥ ה רֹקֵ֑ חַת מַעֲשֵׂ֣ קַח מִרְקַ֖ דֶשׁ רֹ֥ מֶן מִשְׁחַת־קֹ֔ יתָ אֹת֗וֹ שֶׁ֚    וְעָשִׂ֣

 
Next take choice spices: five hundred weight of solidified myrrh, half as much—two hundred 
and fifty—of fragrant cinnamon, two hundred and fifty of aromatic cane, five hundred—by the 
sanctuary weight—of cassia, and a hin of olive oil. Make of this a sacred anointing oil, a 
compound of ingredients expertly blended, to serve as sacred anointing oil. 
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4) The Koren Tanakh of the Land of Israel 
 

 

 

 
 
5) Rambam, Moreh Nevuchim 3:45 
 

  מכיוון שבמקום המקודש היו שוחטים בהמות רבות בכל יום, וחותכים בו את בשרן ורוחצים בו את קרביה
לאין ספק שאילו הונח במצב הזה כפי שהוא בלי שינוי, היה ריחו כריח בית מטבחיים. לכן נצטווינו בו ע  
 הקטרת הקטורת פעמיים בכל יום, בבֹּקר ובין הערבים, כדי שיתבשם ריחו וריח כל בגדי המשרתים בו 

 
Since many beasts were daily slaughtered in the holy place, the flesh cut in pieces and the 
entrails and the legs burnt and washed, the smell of the place would undoubtedly have been like 
the smell of slaughter-houses, if nothing had been done to counteract it. They were therefore 
commanded to burn incense there twice every day, in the morning and in the evening (Exod. 
30:7, 8), in order to give the place and the garments of those who officiated there a pleasant odor. 
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6) Rabbeinu Bachya, Shemot 30:1 
 

הרב הכריחו לומר כן הדרך אשר דרך בה בשאר המצות אבל חס ושלום שנתלה העקר הגדול שבסודוהנה   
 הקטרת שחייבה עליו התורה כרת לעושה כמוהו כמתכונתו בטעם החלוש הזה, ובענין נדב ואביהוא אבאר לך

 סוד הקטורת אם יהיה אלהים עמדי 
 
And behold, the Rav was compelled to say this in accordance with the approach he follows 
regarding the other commandments. But Heaven forbid that we should attribute the great 
fundamental principle contained in the secret of the incense — for which the Torah imposes 
karet upon one who makes it in its prescribed formulation — to this weak explanation. And 
concerning Nadav and Avihu, I will explain to you the secret of the incense, if God will be with 
me. 
 
7) Sefer Hachinuch Mitzva 103 
 

אֶפְשָׁר לְהַגְדִּיל דָּבָר מִשָּׁרְשֵׁי מִצְוָה זוֹ. גַּם כֵּן לְהַגְדִּיל כְּבוֹד הַבַּיִת וְלִהְיוֹת מַעֲלָתוֹ וּמוֹרָאוֹ עַל פְּנֵי כָּל אָדָם. וְאִי   
וְיָדוּעַ כִּי עִנְיַן הָרֵיחַ  בְּלֵב בְּנֵי אָדָם וּמַחֲשַׁבְתּוֹ, רַק בִּדְבָרִים שֶׁהוּא חוֹשֵׁב אוֹתָם לִגְדֻלָּה וְיִמְצָא בָּהֶם תַּעֲנוּג וְשִׂמְחָה.  

 הַטּוֹב הוּא דָּבָר שֶׁנֶּפֶשׁ אָדָם נֶהֱנֵית בּוֹ וּמִתְאַוָּה אֵלָיו וּמוֹשֵׁ˂ הַלֵּב הַרְבֵּה
 
Among the roots of this commandment as well is to magnify the honor of the House and to cause 
its exaltedness and awe to be upon the face of every person. And it is impossible to elevate 
something in the hearts and thoughts of people except through matters that they regard as 
expressions of greatness and in which they find pleasure and joy. And it is well known that the 
matter of a pleasant fragrance is something from which a person’s soul derives enjoyment and 
toward which it yearns, and it greatly draws the heart. 
 
8) Yoma 38a 
 

שֵׂה הַקְּטוֹרֶת  שֶׁל בֵּית אַבְטִינָס לאֹ רָצוּ לְלַמֵּד עַל מַעֲשֵׂה הַקְּטוֹרֶת. תָּנוּ רַבָּנַן: בֵּית אַבְטִינָס הָיוּ בְּקִיאִין בְּמַעֲ 
עִין לְפַטֵּם כְּמוֹתָם וְלאֹ הָיוּ  וְלאֹ רָצוּ לְלַמֵּד, שָׁלְחוּ חֲכָמִים וְהֵבִיאוּ אוּמָּנִין מֵאֲלֶכְּסַנְדְּרִיָּא שֶׁל מִצְרַיִם. וְהָיוּ יוֹדְ 

  מַפְצִיעַ לְכָאן וּלְכָאן. —מִתַּמֵּר וְעוֹלֶה כְּמַקֵּל, שֶׁל הַלָּלוּ  — יוֹדְעִין לְהַעֲלוֹת עָשָׁן כְּמוֹתָן. שֶׁל הַלָּלוּ 
לִכְבוֹדוֹ בְּרָאוֹ, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר: ״כֹּל פָּעַל ה׳  —וּכְשֶׁשָּׁמְעוּ חֲכָמִים בַּדָּבָר, אָמְרוּ: כֹּל מַה שֶׁבָּרָא הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ˂ הוּא 

בְּכׇל יוֹם הָיוּ נוֹטְלִין לַמַּעֲנֵהוּ״, וְחָזְרוּ בֵּית אַבְטִינָס לִמְקוֹמָן. שָׁלְחוּ לָהֶם חֲכָמִים וְלאֹ בָּאוּ, כָּפְלוּ לָהֶם שְׂכָרָן וּבָאוּ. 
  ה. רַבִּי יְהוּדָה אוֹמֵר: בְּכׇל יוֹם עֶשְׂרִים וְאַרְבָּעָה, וְהַיּוֹם אַרְבָּעִים וּשְׁמוֹנָה.שְׁנֵים עָשָׂר מָנֶה, וְהַיּוֹם עֶשְׂרִים וְאַרְבָּעָ 

ב,  אָמְרוּ לָהֶם חֲכָמִים: מָה רְאִיתֶם שֶׁלּאֹ לְלַמֵּד? אָמְרוּ: יוֹדְעִין הָיוּ שֶׁל בֵּית אַבָּא שֶׁבַּיִת זֶה עָתִיד לֵיחָרֵ 
˂ אָמְרוּ: שֶׁמָּא יִלְמוֹד אָדָ   ם שֶׁאֵינוֹ מְהוּגָּן וְיֵלֵ˂ וְיַעֲבוֹד עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה בְּכָ

 
The craftsmen of the House of Avtinas did not want to teach about the secret of the 
preparation of the incense, at which they were particularly adept. The Sages taught in a 
baraita: The members of the House of Avtinas were expert in the technique of preparing the 
incense, and they did not want to teach others. The Sages dismissed them and sent for and 
brought craftsmen from Alexandria in Egypt. And the Alexandrian craftsmen knew how to 
blend the spices like they did, but they did not know how to cause the smoke to rise like the 
House of Avtinas did. The smoke of the incense blended by these members of the House of 
Avtinas rises in a column like a stick; the smoke of the incense blended by these Alexandrians 
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branched out to here and to there and did not rise in a straight line. When the Sages heard of 
the matter, they said: Whatever the Holy One, Blessed be He, created, He created in His 
honor, as it is stated: “God made everything for His sake” (Proverbs 16:4), and they let the 
House of Avtinas return to their original station. The Sages sent for the members of the 
House of Avtinas to reassume their previous position, and they did not come. They doubled 
their wages and they came. Each day until then they would take wages of twelve maneh, and 
today they take wages of twenty-four maneh. Rabbi Yehuda says: Each day they took 
twenty-four maneh, and today they take forty-eight. The Sages said to them: What did you 
see that led you not to teach others this craft? They said: The members of our father’s house 
knew that this house, the Temple, is destined to be destroyed, and they were concerned lest an 
unworthy man learn our skill of preparing incense and go and engage in idol worship with 
that skill. Therefore, they attempted to prevent this skill from spreading beyond their family. 
 
9) Yoma 52b 
 

ז  נִגְנְזָה עִמּוֹ צִנְצֶנֶת הַמָּן, וּצְלוֹחִית שֶׁמֶן הַמִּשְׁחָה, וּמַקְלוֹ שֶׁל אַהֲרֹן וּשְׁקֵדֶיהָ וּפְרָחֶיהָ, וְאַרְגַּ  — מִשֶּׁנִּגְנַז אָרוֹן 
תֶם לוֹ אָשָׁם תָּשִׂימוּ בָאַרְגַּז מִצִּדּוֹ  שֶׁשִּׁגְּרוּ פְּלִשְׁתִּים דּוֹרוֹן לֵא˄הֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר: ״וּכְלֵי הַזָּהָב אֲשֶׁר הֲשֵׁיבוֹ

   וְשִׁלַּחְתֶּם אוֹתוֹ וְהָלָ˂״.
 
When the Ark was buried, along with it was buried the jar of manna that was next to it, and 
the flask of oil used for anointing, and Aaron’s staff with its almonds and blossoms, and the 
chest that the Philistines sent as a gift [doron] to the God of Israel after they captured the Ark 
and were stricken by several plagues, as it is stated: “And put the jewels of gold that you 
return to Him for a guilt-offering, in a coffer by its side, and send it away that it may go” (I 
Samuel 6:8) 
 
10) 2 Maccabees 2:4-8 
 
The same document also tells how the prophet, in virtue of an oracle, ordered that the tent and 
the ark should accompany him, and how he went to the very mountain that Moses climbed to 
behold God’s inheritance. 
When Jeremiah arrived there, he found a chamber in a cave in which he put the tent, the ark, and 
the altar of incense; then he sealed the entrance. 
Some of those who followed him came up intending to mark the path, but they could not find it. 
When Jeremiah heard of this, he reproved them: “The place is to remain unknown until God 
gathers his people together again and shows them mercy. 
Then the Lord will disclose these things, and the glory of the Lord and the cloud will be seen, 
just as they appeared in the time of Moses and of Solomon when he prayed that the place might 
be greatly sanctified. 
 
11) Yoma 53b 
 

בִיאֵהוּ בָבֶלָה עִם כְּלֵי  רַבִּי אֱלִיעֶזֶר אוֹמֵר: אָרוֹן גָּלָה לְבָבֶל, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר: ״וְלִתְשׁוּבַת הַשָּׁנָה שָׁלַח הַמֶּלֶ˂ נְבוּכַדְנֶאצַּר וַיְ 
אֵלּוּ עֲשֶׂרֶת   —רַבִּי שִׁמְעוֹן בֶּן יוֹחַאי אוֹמֵר: אָרוֹן גָּלָה לְבָבֶל, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר: ״לאֹ יִוָּתֵר דָּבָר אָמַר ה׳״  חֶמְדַּת בֵּית ה׳״.
עַל פְּנֵי  רַבִּי יְהוּדָה (בֶּן לָקִישׁ) אוֹמֵר: אָרוֹן בִּמְקוֹמוֹ נִגְנַז, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר: ״וַיֵּרָאוּ רָאשֵׁי הַבַּדִּים מִן הַקֹּדֶשׁ  הַדִּבְּרוֹת שֶׁבּוֹ.

 ם הַזֶּה״ הַדְּבִיר וְלאֹ יֵרָאוּ הַחוּצָה וַיִּהְיוּ שָׁם עַד הַיּוֹ
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Rabbi Eliezer says: The Ark was exiled to Babylonia, as it is stated: “And at the turn of the 
year King Nebuchadnezzar sent and brought him to Babylonia, along with the precious 
vessels of the House of the Lord” (II Chronicles 36:10). These precious vessels must include 
the Ark. Likewise, Rabbi Shimon ben Yoḥai says: The Ark was exiled to Babylonia, as it is 
stated: “Behold, the days come that all that is in your house, and that which your fathers have 
stored until this day, shall be carried to Babylonia; nothing [davar] shall be left, says the Lord” 
(Isaiah 39:6). These are the Ten Commandments [dibrot] that are inside it; they too shall not 
be left behind. Rabbi Yehuda ben Lakish says: The Ark was buried in its place, as it is 
stated: “And the ends of the staves were seen from the sacred place before the partition, 
but they could not be seen without; and they are there to this day” (I Kings 8:8). 

 

 
Vendyl Jones (1930-2010) 

 
 The Copper Scroll 
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12) Copper Scroll Columns 5 and 6 (from The Copper Scroll Revisited by Émile Puech) 
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Rav Goren visiting Jones’ dig in 1982 
 

The Cave of the Column (or Pillar) 

 

 
The oil juglet discovered in 1988 

 
The reddish substance (ketoret?) discovered in 

1992 
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Rabbi Dr. Marvin Antelman (left) and Jones (right) 

announcing the ketoret find 
 

 
Vendyl Jones meeting the Lubavitcher Rebbe in 

1990 

13) From Terry Hutter’s Palynological Analysis 

The aroma released from the spice compound during its processing was profuse and almost 
immediate. It initially saturated my hands as well as the clothes that I was wearing. Within a 
matter of minutes my laboratory and the surrounding area (for an area of several meters) was 
affected by the scent released from the spices... On the first day of processing, the aroma was so 
intense that I could almost taste it... Upon my return home that evening, the scent that had 
attached itself on my body and clothes was really apparent to both my wife and daughter. During 
the course of the week, the odor lessened slightly but was still noticeable in and around my lab. 
Within a few weeks the distinct aroma of the spices diminished to a freshness or cleanness of the 
air in my lab and the surrounding area. This aroma was in evidence, if even so slightly, for 
approximately two months. 

14) Kenneth D. McMurtrey, Subsequent Analysis of the Sample and Data in Daniel C. 
Browning, Jr., “The Strange Search for the Ashes of the Red Heifer,” The Biblical 
Archaeologist (June 1996) 
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15) Excerpts From R. Marvin Antelman (1933-2013), To Eliminate the Opiate vols. 1 & 2 
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