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Tekhelet Rediscovered

At least twelve hundred years have passed since human eyes last gazed on the color
known as Tchelet. Reserved exclusively for Tsitsit [ritual fringes], the vestments of
the High Priest and the Tabernacle curtains of the Temple in Jerusalem, Tchelet is
described in Talmudic sources as a dye derived from the blood of a rare blue marine
snail which comes out of the sea in abundance only once in a seven [or seventy] year
period. Following the destruction of the Second Temple the production of Tchelet
slowly disappeared, leaving behind only the written description of the Hillazon in the

Gemara and of course. the organism itself.



During the past century several attempts have been made to revive the Biblical
commandment of wearing Tchelet produced from the Hillazon. In 1888 Rabbi
Gershon Chanoch Leiner (the Radnizer Rebbe) renowned genius and Hassidic leader,
produced a blue dye from the ink of the cuttlefish Sepia officianalis mixed with
prussic acid, a preparation almost universally rejected by those interested in the
revival of this lost Biblical commandment. The cuttlefish displays none of the signs of

the Hillazon listed in the Gemara.

More recently a number of researchers led by Dr. Israel Ziderman (1) have begun
producing a second version of Tchelet from the dye of a common benthic snail known
as Murex truncnlus. This snail certainly displays at least two of the signs of the
Hillazon, i.e it is a shelled snail and it does produce a dye which can be used to color
wool This version of Tchelet has achieved some popular acceptance in Israel today,

though leading Rabbinic authorities have failed to lend it their approval.

There is another locally available marine snail, a rare and delicate organism of the
genus Janthina which in the authors opinion does in fact display all of the signs of the
Hillazon as indicated in Talmudic sources. This snail was selected by Chief Rabbi Dr.
Isaac Herzog as the most likely candidate for the Hillazon in his doctoral

thesis,(2,8,10) which was an exhaustive literature

survey covering many centuries and many languages, perhaps the most intensive non-
experimental work on the subject attempted to date. Janthina shells have been found
with Archaeological remains of ancient dye-works on the Lebanese coast(3).
Archaeologists have found shells of Janthina at sites of ancient dye-works near Sidon
(14). They have also been found at sites of ancient dye works near Beirut (15). This

snail has been considered and rejected by those contemporary

researchers who produce "tkehelet" from murex. They have published statements to
the effect that it is not possible to dye wool with the ink of this snail, despite the fact

that there seems to be no published account of any attempt to do so.



The purpose of this report is to publicize the following results; the author has obtained
live samples of J. janthina, and using the ink of this unusual organism has produced
Tsitsit [ritual fringes] dyed a pleasant shade of blue, In light of these findings it is
hoped that individuals interested in fulfilling this lost Biblical commandment will

reconsider the question of the true identity of the Hillazon.

The characteristics of the Hillazon as described in the Talmud constitute a taxanomic
guide, through which we may identify the species in question. The signs of the
Hillazon are so specific and so unique that one may accurately state that there are no
two organisms in the Eastern Meditteraenean displaying these unusual characteristics,

in fact, there is only one, i.e. the pelagic snails of the genus.Janthina.

Let us briefly review the characteristics of the Hillazon as described in the rabbinic

literature.

1] Tchelet must be produced from a creature called the Hillazon (4)

2] The Hillazon is blue, similar in color to the sea and the sky. (5)

3] The Hillazon has a shell. (6)

4] The Hillazon comes out of the sea once in a seven (or seventy) year period.(7,9)

5] The Hillazon has a body like a fish. (7)

6] The Hillazon comes out of the sea onto the beach where lizards strike them.(8) ]
The ink of the Hillazon must be obtained from live specimens in order to produce

good color. (11)

Does.Janthina janthina display any of these characteristics? It produces a purple dye
which is released in profuse quantities when the animal is disturbed.This fluid, when
used in conjunction with a colorless additive referred to as camolia (13) will dye

wool blue; hence J. janthina

may be used to produce Tchelet, and therefore conforms to the first characteristic.



The organism is blue, both the shell and the body.

It is a shelled snail. Regarding the fourth characteristic; pelagic snails of this genus
build a float with the aid of their specially adapted foot. This floating nest is made of
transparent bubbles, joined together to form an elongated fish shaped raft. The snail
clings to the underside of the raft like a rudder beneath a ship, and ranges over the
surface of the open sea without restraint, traveling as wind and ocean currents direct
it. Though quite rare, .J. janthina occasionally enjoy a season when food is plentiful,
predators few, conditions ideal and reproductive success abbundant. As a result there
are published reports of vast quantities of J. janthina floating in shoals miles long,
both in the sea and, very occasionally, driven onto the shore by storms. It may in fact
be accurately stated that snails of the genus Janthina on very rare occasions (such as
once in a seven or seventy year period) come up out of the sea and onto the land, as
stated in the Talmud. Once in seven years (or for that matter, in seventy) may be
understood to mean once in a great while (or once in a lifetime) or may also be
understood literally, The Hillazon is present every year in extremely limited numbers.
Combing the sea with nets can produce two or three, or a a few dozen. Once in a great
while however they may come up in weight amounting to tons. Reports of such mass
strandings are found in the literature, both modern and ancient (12). This is perhaps
the most striking example of Janthina conforming precisely to the Talmudic
description of the Hillazon, This characteristic, seemingly unlikely in the extreme, is
actually an accurate description of'the behavior of this organism, coming down to us
from over two thousand years in the past. One mass stranding on the Israeli coast has
been reported to the author personally by an eye witness. The beach was evidently

covered with snails in a continuous unbroken layer.

The fifth characteristic is particularly interesting. Janthina builds a bubble raft, one to
ten centimeters in length. The animal fastens the bubbles tightly together, builds a
long narrow slightly bent structure, and clings to the underside. The bubbles are
packed together in such as way as to closely resemble the scales of a fish, (see photos
page 1) in fact, when one comes upon a specimen stranded on the beach it looks at
first glance like nothing more than a small silvery fish, belly up in the sand. The

"body resembling a fish" referred to in the Rabbinic literature can be understood to



mean the float which is fish shaped and appears to be covered with scales.

The sixth characteristic is true in the most literal sense. The author has come across
many freshly stranded shells which have been cracked open and the snail consumed.
The shells are so fragile that the smallest bird or a robust lizard can crack them and

eat the unlucky inhabitant with no difficulty.

The seventh characteristic also fits Janthina, Tf the organism is dead the ink is next to
useless. The author has tried repeatedly to dye wool with various preparations made
from dead snails, with no success. The dye itself cannot be used if frozen, dried,
alcohol extracted or expressed from dead snails. Such preparations yield only the
weakest fugitive colors if any at all. One must have live snails to produce a

satisfactory color.

The question has been raised as to how ancient textile dyers could ever have obtained
such a rare organism. Certainly they didn't search continually for the once in seven
year appearance of this Haleys Comet-like snail, The answer to this is, that dyers
worked throughout the centuries with another marine snail of the genus Murex
producing Argaman, which was a commercial enterprise of great importance with
export to city states around the Mediterranean basin. Dye houses were strung out
along the coast at sites where these snails were abundant, as attested to by
archaeological remains such as Hof Dor, When a mass stranding of the Hillazon
occurred they were in a position to hear about it quickly and ready with the necessary
equipment. As the snails are washed around in the surf during the stranding process
they may easily remain quite alive for many hours and even for days depending on
conditions. They are after all snails and by withdrawing into their shells they seem to
protect themselves quite adequately from dessication (depending on conditions).
Though exposure to air does not kill them they are unable to return to the sea and
remain stranded, awaiting the lizards and birds. Once the snail has died the shells

themselves are so fragile that if they are exposed to the surf or the elements for any



period of time they disintegrate to fine particles. This may explain their rarity at
archaeological sites where the shells of more robust snails can still be found many

years later.
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