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The striking sensuality of the practices associated with Shavuot. 
 I think that of all of the Regalim, the Tora’s pilgrimage festivals of Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot,  
Shavuot is the most sensual, at least in terms of its customs.1 This seems to be so counterintuitive,  
since if Shavuot commemorates the giving of the Tora to the Jewish people, wouldn’t we  expect this 
Chag to be the most cerebral, abstract and theological, rather than a time which engages so many of our 
senses? And yet our sense of taste is titillated by Milchig meals, usually culminating in cheese cake, our 
sense of sight is engaged by Shavuot decorations, many of which feature colorful flowers and shrubbery. 
(We once again, as we do each year, admire the wonderful bouquets that grace the front of KMS during 
Shavuot, courtesy of the Dyckman family, and we so appreciate how these flowers add tremendously to 
our visual aesthetic experience for this Chag.) And there is also a preoccupation with creating 
wonderful, sweet and evocative aromas on Shavuot as well.  
 
Flowers and other decorations on Shavuot. 
 I was particularly drawn to think about the flowers that are so ubiquitous on Shavuot by a 
picture that one of our grandchildren, Yaeli, sent to me of her impression of Har Sinai.2  At the foot of 
the mountain were numerous multi-colored flowers, obviously something that had been taught to her 
by her nursery school Morot. (I was subsequently informed that the manner in which the class fulfilled 
the Mitzva of Sefirat HaOmer, was by adding a flower each day to the area immediately in front of Har 
Sinai!) 
 
 Shai Agnon, the prolific 1966 Nobel Prize winner for literature, writes the following moving, 
romantic and whimsical account of his memories of Shavuot in his native Galicia, which today is called 
Ukraine:     
 

Our small and low Kloiz3, was open in all directions, with broken windows and peeling 
walls. But on Shavuot, it was decorated like a lovely forest and on the ceiling stretched 
strings and yarns hung with Stars of David, green leaves giving off all kinds of good 
smells. The windows were decorated with various papercuts and  decorations, (known 
as Shavuoslekh ([little Shavuot] or Roiselekh [little roses]) some of them  shaped in the 
form of branches and flowers, others in the form of birds, and still others were in  the 
shape of wild and domesticated animals, creatures that  even the Angel  of the Forest 

                                                           
1 While on Pesach there are obviously special foods and Mitzvot, and on Sukkot, the Sukka and its decorations as 
well as the Four Species are very evocative, it still seems to me that we go much farther out of our way on Shavuot 
to engage the senses of taste, sight, and smell. 

2  
3 Yiddish for “a less formal synagogue or Beit Midrash.” 
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had never seen.  Most beautiful was the Holy Ark surrounded by handsome trees,4 with 
the wind blowing upon them and causing them to tremble. You might think that they 
had suddenly experienced a chill, but in fact they would whisper and say, ”If we did not 
merit to be made into a holy Ark to hold Torah scrolls, we would provide fuel to heat the 
stove during the  winter, enabling the young men of Israel to study Tora. The most 
decorated place was the Bima where the cantor reads with a beautiful tune the liturgical 
poem Akdamut. 5  
 

Agnon is describing for us how a particular set of sensual customs associated with Shavuot, pleasing to 
the eyes, the nose and ultimately the imagination, that annually adorned the modest little Shul in 
Buczacz, Eastern Galicia, where he grew up, became synonymous in his mind with this festival.  
 
The history of floral decorations on Shavuot. 
 The utilization of fragrant flowers and leaves on Shavuot is first mentioned by the fifteenth 
century German commentator, MaHaRIL, R. Yaakov Moelin:6  
 

 …The custom is to spread upon the floors of the synagogue aromatic grasses and roses 
commemorating the joy of the festival. And when Shavuot takes place on Sunday, 
MaHaRIL Segal was accustomed to spread out the grasses at the advent of Shabbat (to 
avoid the Muktza issues involved with directly handling them on Shabbat and Yom Tov)… 

  
It would seem that placing the aromatic leaves on the floor constituted an elegant solution to the 
problem that the Vilna Gaon had with the next stage of the evolution of this Shavuot custom. RaMA, R. 
Moshe Isserlis, a 16th century Polish Posek describes the custom’s next stage:7 
 

 …And the custom is to spread aromatic grasses on Shavuot in the synagogues and 
houses (not specifically on their floors, but rather at eye level), as a commemoration of 
the joy to the Giving of the Tora.  
 

R. Yuzpa Shamash8 describes how this custom manifested itself in the community of Worms:9 

                                                           
4 Magen Avraham offers a justification for specifically using trees as Shavuot decorations:  

Magen Avraham on Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim #494, comment 5: 
It is customary to place trees in the synagogue and in homes and it seems to me that the reason for this is 
because on Shavuot Divine Judgment is rendered regarding the fruit produced by trees (see Mishna Rosh 
HaShana 1:2), and (as a result of seeing the trees) they will pray for them (to have a Good Judgment).  

5 My translation of a passage from “Sippur Na’eh  Shel Siddur Tefillati”, in the collection Eilu VaEilu (Schocken, 
Yerushalayim, 5727, p. 241. 
6 Sefer MaHaRIL, “Minhagim—Hilchot Shavuot”. 
7 Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim, #494. 
8 Author of the two volume work, Minhagim D’Kehila Kedosha Varmisa, published by Machon Yerushalayim; 
quoted in the blog “Kilorin” http://kilorin.blogspot.com/2013/05/blog-post_14.html  
9 It is notable that the German city Worms, where RaShI pursued his Yeshiva studies, was in northern Europe, a 
place that would not be expected to have as many flowers as might be available to countries that had more 
Mediterranean and Middle Eastern climates, such as the places where most Sephardic communities were located. 
For example, R. Yaakov Sofer, in his book Kaf HaChaim, describes the practice of Iraqui Jews with respect to 
flowers on Shavuot: (also cited in “Kilorin”) 

There are those who are accustomed on Shavuot to spread roses throughout the synagogue, and they are 
thrown on the Sefer Tora when it is removed from the Ark and returned to it. The custom is also to place 

http://kilorin.blogspot.com/2013/05/blog-post_14.html
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On the day before Shavuot, the floors of the synagogue and the houses would be spread 
with grasses prior to Mincha. And they would place above and on the sides of the holy 
Ark as well as the Chazan’s stand roses, other flowers and grasses that would give off 
wonderful aromas. And each member and each supporter would have a rose placed at 
his seat, for our Rabbi two roses were allotted and for the head of the Beit Din multiple 
flowers, as many as the Shamash saw fit.10  
 

 
The Aron Kodesh in the Beit Midrash of Chassidei Boston in Yerushalayim, Shavuot 201211 

 
 Trees and flowers in Shul as decorations apparently were too much for the Vilna Gaon, who 
decried what he thought was an emulation of Christian customs whereby plants and trees would be 
brought into the house of worship. Scholars12 attribute the development of Shavuot-themed papercuts 
and paper decorations13 to the attempt to address the Gaon’s objections, and yet not lose the 
dimension of aesthetic beauty that everyone thought should accompany the celebration marking the 
Revelation on Sinai. (It’s interesting to note that Agnon’s description includes both trees and 
Shavuoslekh!) 
 
Smell as an evocative trigger for associations. 
 While we may be able to picture in our minds, at least to some extent, what Agnon’s Kloiz 
looked like on the 6th and 7th of Sivan, I am sure that we would be hard-pressed to recreate the 
experience of the wonderful aroma that must have been given off by the countless plants and leaves 
that he describes pervaded his Makom Tefilla (place of prayer) during this holiday. The only formalistic 

                                                           
various roses into vases and hanging them throughout the Shul… And there is a support to this in tractate 
Shabbat 88b:  

R. Yehoshua b. Levi also said: “What is meant by, (Shir HaShirim 5:13) ‘His cheeks are as a bed of 
spices’?  With every single Word that went forth from the Mouth of the Holy One, Bessed Be He, 
(at Sinai) the whole world was filled with spices (fragrance).” But since it was filled from the first 
Word, whither did the (fragrance of the) second Word go? The Holy One, Blessed Be He, Brought 
forth the wind from His Store-chambers and caused each to pass on in order,  as it is said, (Ibid.) 
“His Lips are as Roses (Shoshanim), dropping myrrh that passes on”: read not “Shoshanim” but 
“SheShonim” (lit. that changed; i.e., fresh fragrance emanated with each succeeding Word.)  

10 It is entirely possible that our acquaintance and usage of flowers to decorate our homes almost every Shabbat 
has desensitized us to the impression that flowers might make were they to be purchased and used very few times 
over the course of the year. Even in some synagogues, floral decorations are regularly in evidence, in effect 
lessening the transformative power that the floral theme on a festival like Shavuot might otherwise evoke in 
worshippers. 
11 “Kilorin” blog. 
12 See e.g., Lesli Koppelman Ross’ article at http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shavuot-

decorations/http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shavuot-decorations/  
13 See 
https://www.google.com/search?site=&tbm=isch&source=hp&biw=1352&bih=626&q=shavuoslekh&oq=shavuosle
kh&gs_l=img.12...1733.253of 77.0.27550.13.8.2.3.0.0.161.905.2j6.8.0....0...1ac.1.64.img..5.8.812.dMcy_jbpexc  

http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shavuot-decorations/http:/www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shavuot-decorations/
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shavuot-decorations/http:/www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shavuot-decorations/
https://www.google.com/search?site=&tbm=isch&source=hp&biw=1352&bih=626&q=shavuoslekh&oq=shavuoslekh&gs_l=img.12...1733.253of%2077.0.27550.13.8.2.3.0.0.161.905.2j6.8.0....0...1ac.1.64.img..5.8.812.dMcy_jbpexc
https://www.google.com/search?site=&tbm=isch&source=hp&biw=1352&bih=626&q=shavuoslekh&oq=shavuoslekh&gs_l=img.12...1733.253of%2077.0.27550.13.8.2.3.0.0.161.905.2j6.8.0....0...1ac.1.64.img..5.8.812.dMcy_jbpexc


4 
 

ritual utilization of smell, at least for Ashkenazim--Sepharadim use rosewater in many different religious 
contexts14--is the practice of smelling Besamim on Motzoai Shabbat. We not only make a Beracha over 
some spices, but also find we strongly associate the distinct smell of cloves or cinnamon with the 
completion of Shabbat and the advent of another workweek. I personally remember well those Saturday 
nights in Jerusalem when the Beracha we made over the spices for Havdala was Boreh Atzei Besamim, 
recited over sprigs of freshly-plucked rosemary. And who is not deeply moved by positive feelings and 
memories when entering a home on Erev Shabbat or Yom Tov, and taking in the wonderful smells of 
Challa baking and Seudot (festive meals) being prepared? 
 
Why focusing on creating associations of smell might be important to try to reinstitute in our religious 
experience of Shavuot. 
 I wonder whether our having moved away from concentrating on providing smells of flowers 
and other sweet things on Shavuot has diluted the intensity of our experience, as well as the memories 
associated with the Chag, at least to some extent. The process whereby sensory experience, such as 
sights, tastes, touches and smells evoke powerful associations from our past, is known in psychology as 
the “Proustian Phenomenon”, named after a memorable passage in Marcel Proust’s masterwork, À la 
Recherche du Temps Perdu (Remembrance of Things Past). He writes,  
 

Many years had elapsed during which nothing of Combray… had any existence for me, 
when one day in winter, on my return home, my mother, seeing that I was cold, offered 
me some tea, a thing I did not ordinarily take. I declined at first, and then, for no 
particular reason, changed my mind. She sent for one of those squat, plump little cakes 
called "petites madeleines," which look as though they had been molded in the fluted 
valve of a scallop shell. And soon, mechanically, dispirited after a dreary day with the 
prospect of a depressing morrow, I raised to my lips a spoonful of the tea in which I had 
soaked a morsel of the cake. No sooner had the warm liquid mixed with the crumbs 
touched my palate than a shudder ran through me and I stopped, intent upon the 
extraordinary thing that was happening to me. An exquisite pleasure had invaded my 
senses, something isolated, detached, with no suggestion of its origin. And at once the 
vicissitudes of life had become indifferent to me, its disasters innocuous, its brevity 
illusory - this new sensation having had on me the effect which love has of filling me 
with a precious essence; or rather this essence was not in me it was me. I had ceased 
now to feel mediocre, contingent, mortal. Whence could it have come to me, this all-

                                                           
14 Here is an account R. Yehuda Dov Zinger of the custom particular to Sephardic communities (also cited in the 
“Kolorin” blog):  

Another custom practices by most Oriental Jews is to sprinkle rosewater upon the congregation. And the 
reason for this practice was given as based upon a Midrash: “At the moment when the Jews heard the 
first of the Ten Commandments, their souls left them, i.e., they died. The Holy One Blessed Be He Caused 
dew or resurrection to rain down upon them, and they revived.”  

Although I couldn’t locate this exact Midrash, it parallels very closely another  passage in Shabbat 
88b: 
R. Yehoshua b. Levi also said: “At every Word which went forth from the Mouth of the Holy One, 
Blessed Be He, the souls of Israel departed, for it is said, (Shir HaShirim 5:6) “My soul went forth 
when He Spake.”  But since their souls departed at the first Word, how could they receive the 
second Word? — He Brought down the dew with which He will Resurrect the dead and Revived 
them, as it is said, (Tehillim 68:10) “Thou, O God, didst Send a plentiful rain, Thou didst Confirm 
Thine Inheritance, when it was weary.”  

A commemoration of this dew is the rosewater. 
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powerful joy? I sensed that it was connected with the taste of the tea and the cake, but 
that it infinitely transcended those savors, could, no, indeed, be of the same nature. 
Whence did it come? What did it mean? How could I seize and apprehend it? 

  
Conclusion.  

If the intention of creating associative aromas is to allow us to hearken back to the Sinai 
experience, one would have to evoke a form of the Jungian concept of the “collective subconscious” or 
the metaphysical assumption that all of the souls of the Jewish people, regardless when they would 
actually be born, were all present at the moment when the Tora was Given. However, a more rationalist 
approach would suggest that we ought to create our own experiences over our lifetimes, that while 
paralleling something that could have happened long ago, will powerfully tie us to the more immediate 
past, even as we live in the present and look forward to the future. Certainly associating the Receiving of 
the Tora with wonderful aromas resembles the traditional practice of bringing a child for the first time 
to study the Hebrew alphabet, and having him lick honey off of the letters, or for that matter, giving out 
lollipops in shul.   

 

  

  

  

 

  
  
  
 

  
 

 
 
 
 


