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I n t r o d u c t i o n

What role does the color blue play in Judaism? In his autobiography, Russian-
born Hasidic leader Yehoshua Heschel Rabinowitz (1860–1938) relates that 
following the 1917 revolution, a group of Jews arrived at a demonstration in 
Uman (today in Ukraine) in support of the new regime, waving a blue and 
white flag. Rabinowitz was asked about the Jews’ choice of flag colors, which 
contrasted so strongly with the red Communist banners:

One person approached me and asked: Why is the color of your flag 
different from all other flags, which are red, whereas yours is blue 
and white? I responded: This will be your sign, sir. When the feet of 
our ancestors stood on Mount Sinai, hearing the living voice of God 
talking from the fire, saying, “You shall not murder!” (Exod. 20:13), a 
latent power was rooted in our soul to hate red blood; red blood is 
a horrible monster in the eyes of the Israelites, and upon seeing the 
appearance of red, the color of blood, the heart of Israel trembles. 
This is why we chose a flag of different colors, but not red. Among us, 
red is the symbol of evil, and when the prophet wanted to portray 
the image of human sins, he said: “Be your sins like crimson, they 
can turn snow-white; be they red as dyed wool, they can become 
like fleece” (Isa. 1:18). In contrast, the colors of blue [tekhelet] and 
white are symbols of goodness and grace. Tekhelet is like heaven 
and the Throne of Glory, on which the Creator sits and leads his 
world with grace. And white is the symbol of tenderness and pleas-
antness, causing all humankind to rejoice—a symbol of light and 
delight, a symbol of forgiveness and absolution.1

Jews, it seems from the quotation above, are negatively inclined toward the 
color red and positively predisposed toward the color blue, also identified here 
with the term tekhelet. Moreover, the passage suggests a strong link between 
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color and group identity. Jews, a people close to peace and mercy and distant 
from blood and murder, argues Rabinowitz, prefer to distance themselves from 
the color red, associated with the latter. Rabinowitz further presents the 
color tekhelet, which is generally understood as blue, as the color of the divine 
Throne of Glory, thereby implying that the Jews have a special affinity for 
spiritual matters. This is just one of many examples of the symbolism attrib-
uted to the color blue in Jewish sources.

Of all colors, the color blue plays the most prominent role in Judaism. 
The term tekhelet, which in Jewish religious texts is the term for a range of 
bluish hues, denotes a dye that serves primarily two ritual purposes in the He-
brew Bible and rabbinic texts. The first concerns the liturgy of the Tabernacle 
and the Temple, where tekhelet was perhaps the predominant color encoun-
tered by visitors to these spaces. The second is the commandment to put a 
tekhelet thread on the tsitsit (the ritual fringes on the clothing of Jews) and to 
periodically gaze at these threads, a practice meant to serve as a reminder 
of God’s commandments. This commandment to wear a thread of tekhelet 
actually distinguishes blue as the only color explicitly required in the perfor
mance of a personal ritual.

The rabbis of late antiquity mandated that the tekhelet dye be produced 
from the secretion of a marine mollusk known as the ḥillazon. In the centu-
ries since, Jews gradually ceased to use tekhelet in their ritual life. The matter 
took a turn in the 1880s, when a Hasidic leader announced that he intended 
to reproduce the tekhelet dye and renew the religious laws associated with 
it. The twentieth century saw significant growth in the Orthodox discourse 
and scientific research on the tekhelet dye, culminating in the invention of 
another tekhelet dye, which has been widely accepted among several groups 
of Orthodox Jews.

That being said, blue is much more than a dye in Judaism. It features 
prominently in the kabbalah, the Jewish mystical tradition. The color also 
plays a notable role in Jewish magic and popular custom, particularly in Med-
iterranean societies, where it is considered an effective form of protection 
against the “evil eye.” Blue is representative of the Zionist movement and is 
the only chromatic color in the national flag of the State of Israel. Blue also 
plays a messianic role because the tekhelet dye is required for the priestly 
garments and other cloths used in the Temple liturgy, and the reestablish-
ment of the Temple is often a feature of Jewish eschatology.

This book presents a broad cultural, social, and intellectual history of 
the color blue in Jewish life, mainly between the sixteenth and twenty-first 
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centuries. The book explores important manifestations of this color in Jew-
ish religious culture as a lens through which to view Jewish identity. I argue 
that the encounter between the social practices and the spiritual meanings 
associated with blue contributed to the perception of blue as a particularly sig-
nificant color for Jews. Bridging diverse domains such as halakhah (Jewish 
law), mysticism, and messianism, as well as clothing and literature, this book 
proposes that, by way of a protracted process, the color blue has become a 
representation of Jewish identity and has even constituted a means through 
which Jews have understood themselves.

Two general premises underlie the study. The first is that colors consti-
tute a unique prism through which to examine cultures, societies, and reli-
gions. Colors, which are basic properties of light and sight, generate intense 
emotions, communicate profound preferences, and are loaded with meaning. 
Color, which is perceived by most human beings, is a gateway to culture—not 
only visual culture but also systems of symbols, values, and practices. The 
universal aspects of color, however, should not lead us to the essentialist, 
ahistorical assumption that the color blue has certain intrinsic and unchang-
ing traits. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, for example, claimed that the blue 
hue “is powerful, but it is on the negative side, and in its highest purity is, as 
it were, a stimulating negation,”2 whereas Wassily Kandinsky asserted that 
“blue is the typical heavenly color.”3 But I prefer to take this study in a different 
direction, one that avoids aligning itself with a specific ideological approach, be 
it religious or artistic.

Eschewing such essentialism, the second premise of this study is that 
the characteristics of color are shaped by history. In fact, colors have their 
own cultural and social histories. These histories include the changing roles 
and meanings that human beings have attributed to different colors in vari
ous historical contexts, as well as the manifold ways in which colors have 
been used. Tastes and preferences for particular colors also change accord-
ing to historical context. A particular color can be perceived more favorably 
in certain historical contexts but generate aversion in others. Moreover, the 
color terms themselves change over time.

The changing roles and meanings of blue in Jewish culture will be in-
vestigated here against the backdrop of scholarship on colors in general, and 
the color blue in particular. Indeed, blue is probably the most researched color 
of all, whether in its material manifestations, such as indigo dye, or as a more 
abstract or spiritual presence.4 This popularity of blue as a subject of research 
seems to reflect a broader popularity of that color; in the twentieth and 
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twenty-first centuries, blue has consistently “won” color preference surveys 
around the world, at least in American and European cultures.5

Chapter  1 of this book briefly introduces premodern—ancient and 
medieval—references to material manifestations of the color blue in Jewish 
religious texts. This chapter, which aims to provide background for the chapters 
to follow, also introduces the basic vocabulary of the color blue in Judaism; 
this includes the color terms associated with bluish hues, as well as some of 
the objects and phenomena linked to these terms. The vocabulary of blue 
highlights the elusive relationship between color and language, in that the 
actual hue denoted by a particular color term varies in response to historical 
and cultural contexts.

While Chapter 1 deals with the materiality of blue, Chapter 2 turns to 
the spiritual significance of tekhelet in medieval Jewish mysticism, primar-
ily in the kabbalah. Mystical texts present the color blue both as a divine 
manifestation and as a physical phenomenon that enables human beings to 
connect with God.

Chapter 3 combines the material and mystical perspectives of the first 
two chapters to discuss the symbolic and spiritual meanings associated with 
various practices in which the color blue has been, and continues to be, 
used. The chapter begins with a discussion of the distinctive colors of dress 
of Ottoman Jews, and then examines the discourse on color in the context 
of sixteenth-century kabbalah in Safed, Palestine, which was then under 
Ottoman rule. The encounter between the social practices of Ottoman 
Jews and the spiritual meanings attributed to clothing by the kabbalistic 
texts of that time contributed to the perception of blue as a color of spe-
cial significance for Jews. In addition, this chapter investigates the rela-
tively minor role played by the color blue among early modern Ashkenazic 
Jews.

Chapters 4 and 5 focus on the modern renewal of the tekhelet dye. 
Chapter 4 presents the introduction of new tekhelet dyes in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries against the backdrop of general scientific develop-
ments in color production, particularly scientists’ growing interest in the 
renewal of historical colorants. Chapter 5 goes beyond the material aspects 
of the tekhelet dye to discuss broader issues within Orthodox Judaism 
raised by the renewed use of the dye, such as the tension between sci-
ence and religion, the limits of rabbinic authority, and the rise of messianic 
sentiments.
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Below, I briefly survey the existing scholarship on colors in Jewish stud-
ies and elaborate on my approach in this book.

Colors in Jewish Studies

The study of colors, an interdisciplinary field of research, has grown signifi-
cantly in recent decades. Colors are studied across various disciplines—not 
just in the natural sciences and the arts but also in the social sciences and 
the humanities, including history, anthropology, and religion. This research 
takes an interest in color not only as a property of light and sight but also as 
a gateway to various manifestations of culture. In this regard, it is worth 
mentioning that linguists often mention color terms when discussing the 
complicated relationship between language and culture.6 Philosophers, too, 
often bring up the topic of color, and Ludwig Wittgenstein famously claimed 
that “colors spur us to philosophize.”7

In the field of Jewish studies, too, colors have begun to draw scholarly 
attention, although to a lesser extent than in other cultures or religions.8 
Since the nineteenth century, many scholars and thinkers have maintained 
that Judaism has traditionally been characterized by “aniconism”—the re-
jection, denial, or suppression of visual representations. Indeed, the Hebrew 
Bible commands that “you shall not make for yourself a sculptured image, 
or any likeness of what is in the heavens above, or on the earth below, or in 
the waters under the earth” (Exod. 20:4). The purported aniconicity of Ju-
daism has been used as the basis for an argument that color did not play a 
prominent role in Jewish culture. Other scholars have claimed that Jews have 
a propensity for color blindness, due to some genetic characteristic or as a 
result of poverty (based on an argument that color blindness is more wide-
spread among poor people).9

But the aniconicity of Judaism has long been contested.10 Moreover, 
toward the end of the twentieth century, Jewish studies has undergone a “vi-
sual turn,” and the study of Jewish visual culture is flourishing in the twenty-
first century.11 Relatedly, Jewish studies is clearly not characterized by what 
David Batchelor has termed “chromophobia,” which he describes as an aver-
sion to the use of multiple colors and a preference for black-and-white combi-
nations.12 Although color research does not yet play a notable role in Jewish 
studies, when compared with the role it plays in the study of other cultures 
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and religions, it is now undeniable that color has long been a key aspect of 
Jewish visual culture. Accordingly, there has been a steady increase in studies 
of the roles and manifestations of color in Jewish cultures.

The bulk of this research centers on antiquity, with studies of ancient 
Hebrew color terms (studies that reflect the aforementioned interest in color 
terms among linguists), studies of the dyes and textiles of ancient Palestine, 
and studies on ancient Jewish material culture, in which these dyes hold a 
prominent place.13 Related to the studies on ancient material culture are en-
deavors to restore ancient dyes used by the Jews, particularly tekhelet.14 
Most notable are Steven Fine’s studies on the role of color in the Jewish cul-
ture of the Roman period, which employ a holistic historical approach that 
combines texts, art, and archaeology.15 An art historian, Fine focuses on re-
vealing the original colors of ancient Jewish artifacts. In particular, Fine 
directed an international project that discovered the original colors of the 
menorah relief on the Arch of Titus in Rome.16

Gershom Scholem’s essay “Colours and Their Symbolism in Jewish Tra-
dition and Mysticism,” originally presented at the 1972 Eranos Conference 
“The Realms of Colour,” mapped out a new direction for the study of the 
role of colors in medieval Judaism.17 In that work, Scholem argued that in 
contrast to the widespread image of Judaism as a religion in which the vi-
sual aspect is suppressed, colors do in fact play a significant role in Judaism, 
primarily in kabbalistic sources. He claimed, therefore, that there was a need 
for further research on colors. Accordingly, Scholem’s essay focuses mainly 
on kabbalistic sources; it does not extend beyond the medieval period and 
examines the mystical and symbolic roles of color while neglecting other aspects 
of color, such as the materiality of color and its connection to the spiritual in 
domains such as ritual and magic.

After Scholem, scholars of Jewish mysticism did refer to colors, but 
usually this was done en passant. In these studies, which, like Scholem’s 
essay, focus on medieval kabbalah due to the relatively numerous references 
in kabbalistic texts, colors are understood as secondary attributes of other 
phenomena, or as instruments for achieving other goals. A notable excep-
tion is Moshe Idel, who has dedicated several articles to the visualization of 
colors during prayer.18

There is hardly any research on the significance of color among Jews in 
the early modern and modern periods. Rebekka Voss’s work on the mani-
festations of the color red in Yiddish and German narratives of the “Red 
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Jews”19 is an important start in that direction. Literary scholars also occa-
sionally note the use of color in Hebrew writers’ figurative language.20 Over-
all, however, the role of colors in the lives of modern Jews has been largely 
ignored.

In addition to the academic scholarship on color in the field of Jewish 
studies, this book should also be understood against the backdrop of con
temporary writing on tekhelet by Orthodox Jews. These writings are part of 
attempts to rediscover the lost source of the ancient tekhelet dye and re-
create allegedly “authentic” tekhelet-colored fringes, as well as attempts to 
promote the use of the dyed fringes among contemporary Jews. Contemporary 
tekhelet activists, some professionally trained in the natural sciences, have 
published valuable studies about dyes and dyeing in antiquity. However, 
these studies have an explicit religious and ideological agenda: renewing the 
Jewish past and emphasizing the connection between the Jewish past, Zion-
ism, and the contemporary State of Israel. The scientific character of these 
studies, incorporating chemistry and biology, generates an impression of 
pure scientific objectivity leading to the authentic dye. But most of these 
scientific studies are marked by a religious disposition and an excessive reliance 
on rabbinic texts as historical sources. While these tekhelet activists at-
tempt to reach definitive conclusions regarding the usage of tekhelet in re-
ligious ritual, it is not at all clear that that usage was so definitive in ancient 
times.

Moreover, the desire of contemporary Orthodox researchers of tekhelet 
to achieve a practical dyeing method that will be accepted by communal con-
sensus also marginalizes dissenting Orthodox opinions regarding tekhelet’s 
origins and production. Additionally, in their aspiration to advance the ac
ceptance of tekhelet by the entire Jewish people, they formulate their mes-
sage in ways that portray tekhelet in a positive light, leaving aside potentially 
controversial issues. This might explain their avoidance of the messianic as-
pects of tekhelet, as well as the relative neglect of the various kabbalistic texts 
that discuss tekhelet, as these two subjects are rather contentious. Active 
messianism is a debated topic among Orthodox Jews, while kabbalistic texts 
present not only the positive, even sacred, character of the color blue but 
also its dangerous and demonic aspects. Moreover, kabbalah sometimes suf-
fers, in the eyes of secular as well as religious Jews, from a negative image as 
irrational idolatry. Hence, these two aspects of tekhelet—messianism and 
kabbalah—might deter various circles of Jews from accepting tekhelet.
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The present book aims to contribute to the growing awareness of the 
role of color in Judaism and among Jews. It follows in Scholem’s footsteps 
in its assumption that colors and color symbolism play an important role in 
the Jewish religion, particularly in Jewish mystical traditions. But the book 
breaks with Scholem in that it is not limited to the theoretical and spiritual 
aspects of color but rather aims to employ a more integrative approach, ex-
amining the material and social reality of color use. This book also breaks 
with the contemporary Orthodox Jewish discourse on tekhelet. It seeks to 
show that the history of the color blue is not only the history of the produc-
tion of an ancient dye for the performance of religious laws. Accordingly, 
this book has no practical or religious agenda to prove the authenticity of 
any specific dye or the legitimacy of any particular commandment. Instead, 
this work aims to provide a thorough analysis of the social and cultural sig-
nificance of the color tekhelet in Jewish life.

The Approach of This Book

Jewish Blues might seem like a companion volume to Michel Pastoureau’s 
books on particular colors,21 Amy Butler Greenfield’s book on red,22 or Bruce R. 
Smith’s book on green in early modern England.23 In fact, it differs from these 
works in its focus on a particular religious context and on the textual sources 
of that context.

Below, I outline the main principles of this book. First, however, a word 
is in order about color terms. In 1931, the Committee of the Hebrew Lan-
guage (which would later become the Academy of the Hebrew Language) 
proposed that the word tekhelet denote dark blue and kaḥol light blue. The 
distinction between terms for dark and light blue might have been inspired 
by a similar distinction in the Russian language, which was spoken by many 
Jews in Mandatory Palestine. In 1934, the committee switched the pair, pro-
posing that tekhelet denote light blue (as it does in modern Hebrew today) 
and kaḥol denote dark blue.24 This flip-flop might have been caused by a 
mismatch between the Russian dark blue / light blue distinction and the 
premodern Hebrew conceptions of color. In the Hebrew of antiquity and 
the Middle Ages, it was not necessarily the shade that differentiated one 
blue from another but rather the practical use of the color: while tekhelet 
was a dye required for liturgical purposes, kaḥol or koḥal was probably the 
pigment kohl, used for cosmetics. Of these two, it was the word tekhelet that 
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became the main color term for blue in premodern Hebrew. Tekhelet denoted 
a range of bluish hues, whereas the word kaḥol was rarely used as a color 
descriptor.

Integrating the Semiotic, Normative, and Social Aspects of Color

In Blue: The History of Color, Michel Pastoureau argued for the importance 
of the social history of color: “Any history of color is, above all, a social his-
tory. Indeed, for the historian—as for the sociologist and the anthropologist—
color is a social phenomenon. It is society that ‘makes’ color, defines it, gives 
it its meaning, constructs its codes and values, establishes its uses, and de-
termines whether it is acceptable or not. The artist, the intellectual, human 
biology, and even nature are ultimately irrelevant to this process of ascribing 
meaning to color.”25 Although this statement is somewhat hyperbolic in its 
disqualification of important aspects of color, it makes an important point 
about the need to consider the oft-neglected social aspect of color.

Jewish Blues investigates the color blue from an angle that addresses both 
spiritual and material facets, seeking to illuminate a possible bidirectional-
ity of influences. This integrative approach brings together not only various 
types of sources but also several aspects of color. I am referring primarily to 
the semiotic, normative, and social aspects of the color blue.

The semiotic aspect of color refers to the significations of particular col-
ors, particularly color symbolism and the meanings attributed to different 
colors. These sorts of meanings can often be found in literary texts. Within 
religious sources, they are most striking in kabbalistic texts, in which colors 
are often symbols of the celestial world, representing attributes or manifes-
tations of God. Colors can also signify emotions and ethical values such as 
anger, humility, and purity.

In the semiotic sphere, colors not only represent the world but also 
construct it—that is, they shape our perspectives. One might think of the 
twentieth-century example of the Western cultural tagging of pink as “fem-
inine,” in contradistinction to blue as “masculine.”26 An example from the 
Jewish context is that Jews in medieval Venice were in some periods required 
to wear yellow clothing, a color that was associated with prostitution.27 This 
contributed to a negative image of the Jews. Thus, by observing a culture’s 
use of colors, one can glimpse how culture and society themselves are shaped.

The normative aspect of color refers to directives for using colors in legis-
lation, ethics, rituals, and so on. In the internal Jewish discourse, that aspect 
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is manifested in the biblical and later rabbinic directives for the use of pig-
ments and dyes, such as in the liturgy of the biblical Tabernacle and the 
Jerusalem Temple. It also includes kabbalistic sources that present colors as 
means or objects for mystical experiences, sometimes with guidelines for the 
achievement of those experiences. The normative aspect also includes guide-
lines and regulations on external appearance, such as sumptuary laws indi-
cating prohibited or mandatory colors imposed by non-Jewish rulers, as well as 
internal guidelines presented by various rabbis, in order to attain or maintain 
specific values, such as modesty.

The semiotic and normative spheres are theoretical in that they do not 
reflect the actual historical use of color in society—namely, how colors were 
used by people of a particular social group in a particular time and place. 
Therefore, this book also approaches color as a social phenomenon with a 
history of reception, including preference and usage. The social aspect of 
color depends on the material aspect of color, including the sources from 
which colorants are made, such as minerals, mollusks, and plants. There are 
numerous types of colorants, be they dye solutions or pigment suspensions. 
In addition, there are many types of colored objects, including textiles, jewels, 
paintings, and ritual objects. While I cannot cover all colorants or colored 
objects, I will describe major ways in which Jewish people chose to use spe-
cific shades of blue, as well as the social history of the Jewish scientists who 
aspired to produce a “Jewish blue.”

The semiotic, normative, and social aspects of color are inseparable. 
There are complex relationships and multidirectional influences between each 
of these features. For example, normative discussions regarding the com-
mandment to wear the tekhelet thread of the tsitsit often come with semi-
otic elaborations on the thread’s innate meaning, whereas the social reality 
of how the dye was used resulted in adaptations to the directives of using it. 
Hence, in the following chapters, I focus on instances in which the meanings 
attributed to a color influenced its usage in the social realm. Conversely, I 
aim to shed light on cases where the praxis of a particular color’s use enriches 
its symbolism, which, in turn, further explains the praxis.

One such point of interest is the question of color preferences. Con
temporary studies in social psychology survey affinities for or aversions to 
particular colors in particular cultural settings, sometimes from a cross-
cultural perspective.28 Although it is difficult to find such systematic sur-
veys about the past, a variety of sources convey color preferences, such as the 
passage at the beginning of this Introduction. Preferences can also be gleaned 
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from studying the colors used in material culture. From sources about dyed 
textiles, jewels, and cosmetics, it is possible to learn not only about the avail-
ability of materials in a certain culture but also about the tastes and prefer-
ences of the people of that culture, as well as the value ascribed to certain 
artifacts. Color preferences are associated with both the physical and the sym-
bolic aspects of colors. Preferences influence, and are influenced by, the avail-
ability of particular colorants. At the same time, preferences for particular 
colors affect and are affected by the symbolism of these colors.

In different cultures, colors are associated with different emotions or 
traits. Like other colors, blue has been attributed various, often contradic-
tory, roles and meanings. It is often linked with the spiritual or the divine, 
yet also with evil forces, depression, and even death.

Clothing is another domain in which various aspects of color meet. Mi-
chel Pastoureau has claimed that “fabrics and clothing offer the richest and 
most diverse source of artifacts for the historian seeking to understand the 
role and history of color in a given society. Cloth products tell much more 
about this history than do words or artworks.”29 Individuals’ and groups’ 
clothing colors are influenced by numerous factors, including availability of 
materials, local and contemporary preferences, and legislation. The relation-
ship between these features, however, is intricate. Personal taste, emotions, 
availability, affordability, and legislative enforcement are only a few of the 
many possible drivers for color choice. Additionally, the line between pref-
erence and requirement is difficult to draw: while state or religious laws might 
prohibit or mandate a color, the wearer might hate that color, like it—or 
learn to so do, and declare it a preferable color as an act of opposition and 
subversiveness.

Blue as Part of the Palette

Colors do not exist in isolation: they are always part of a system. As Um-
berto Eco remarked in “How Culture Conditions the Colours We See”: “In 
any system, whether geopolitical or chromatic or lexical, units are defined 
not in themselves but in terms of opposition and position in relation to other 
units.”30 Accordingly, colors are markers of diversity in both nature and cul-
ture; they both represent and shape our image of diversity. This diversity 
can take several forms. One form, which we find in the opening passage, is 
that of stark oppositions: there, the line between blue and red marked the 
difference between Jews and non-Jews. Another form is an infinite gradient 
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of diversity and specificity, like that of “darker,” “brighter,” “colder,” and 
“warmer,” comparatives that represent the endless variety of nature.

Accordingly, the history of the color blue in Judaism is by no means 
limited to what we might consider the basic shades of blue. The history of 
any particular color includes those colors considered similar, as well as those 
considered different and even opposite. As in other languages, linguists iden-
tify basic color terms (BCTs) in Hebrew. In biblical Hebrew, these are adom 
(red), lavan (white), shaḥor (black), yarok (green), and tsahov (yellow).31 Colors 
considered similar to blue—primarily green and black—are often associated 
with the color term tekhelet. As we will see in the chapters to follow, there 
has been some controversy as to whether tekhelet referred to blue or to shades 
of green or black. These colors, which are close to blue in the visible spectrum, 
have often been taken to characterize blue or tekhelet.

Blurring the borders between color terms is a general characteristic of 
the language of colors. Despite the finite number of color terms in particu
lar languages, the continuous character of the visible spectrum means that 
the boundaries between these separate terms are not always clear. Consider, 
again, the case of blue and green. Surveys of color terms across cultures show 
that there are cultures in which there is a single color term for the range 
between green and blue,32 and there are colors, such as turquoise, that can 
be classified as either blue or green. The term grue, an amalgamation of 
“green” and “blue,” is used in scientific literature to refer to those terms de-
noting that range of hues. Studies in psychology show the difficulties, in 
certain circumstances, of differentiating between green and blue.33

However, blue and green can be perceived as significantly different, such 
as when the Muslims considered green to be the color of Islam, whereas blue 
befits the humiliated non-Muslims. In addition, red (adom) and white (lavan) 
are also considered, particularly by modern Jews, to be in sharp contrast to 
blue. Blue is contrasted to white within the colors of the tsitsit,34 as well as the 
colors of the flag of the State of Israel. Blue, which often signifies spirituality, 
will be contrasted with red, which sometimes symbolizes blood and corpore-
ality.35 As such, all colors of the palette are part of the history of blue because 
they point to what blue is not.

Between Universality and Particularity

In this study, I use the universality of color to examine the role of the color 
blue in various social groups and cultural settings. Colors are universal because 
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they appear everywhere in the physical world, as well as in the imagination. 
Colors are perceived by most human beings regardless of culture, religion, class, 
gender, or literacy. Hence, through color it is possible to probe the reception of 
values, ideas, and sensibilities across social class, gender, and educational back-
ground. Moreover, colors can also highlight the mobility of ideas, symbols, 
and practices across these boundaries. In the case of the color blue, I will inves-
tigate how attitudes toward blue among Jews were influenced by dispositions 
toward it among non-Jews; how Jews distanced themselves from colors that 
they considered non-Jewish; how blue became a color that signified the subver-
sion of lower classes against the elite, or young people against older generations; 
and how the messianic undertones of blue generated mixed emotions toward 
that color in different subgroups of Orthodox Jews.

However, universality does not imply uniformity. The same colors play 
different roles in different social groups and cultural settings. Although col-
ors are perceived by most human beings, the ways that certain colors are 
perceived, as well as the roles and meanings attributed to colors, depend on 
the cultural and physical settings in question. For example, in American and 
European cultures, there is a preference for blue; but studies show that in 
eastern Asian cultures, white plays a more prominent role.36 Another exam-
ple is the argument that in cultures with high UV radiation (such as Middle 
Eastern cultures), the distinction between blue and green is not as sharp as 
in cultures with less UV radiation.37 Accordingly, in this book, I also high-
light differences in the role played by blue in a variety of Jewish contexts. 
For example, I discuss the divergent roles played by blue in Ashkenazic and 
Sephardic Jewry in the early modern period and take note of the different 
shades of blue denoted by the term tekhelet in different periods.

Sources

This book draws on a wide array of sources, most of them textual, such as 
halakhic works, commentaries, kabbalistic texts (in print and manuscript 
form), books of customs, personal letters, and the Jewish press. Although 
this is a book about color, a visual phenomenon, it is not a study of art history. 
The discussion, rather, encompasses cultural history, social history, and the 
study of religion (with particular emphasis on kabbalah and Hasidism). I 
occasionally exploit visual sources when they contribute to the discussion. 
However, I embrace Rachel Neis’s argument that “just as images or the built 
environment operate in the realms of touch, space, proprioception, scent, and 
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sound, so too do written words point to more than just the realms of textu-
ality, verbality, orality, or language.”38 Thus, texts referring to color can con-
vey as much meaning as visual artifacts. In fact, in some ways, they are more 
useful sources through which to understand the meaning, more so than the 
visual manifestations of color. Indeed, in some cases, images can even mis-
lead. For example, one should hesitate to draw conclusions about the actual 
colors of Jewish attire from paintings that depict Jews. Quite often, Jews were 
depicted as symbols or as they “should have” appeared, rather than how they 
actually dressed. And regarding photos, there is the common limitation of 
black-and-white images.

Jewish Blues examines a wide array of textual sources that refer to colors, 
but with the exception of the Conclusion, this book does not deal with the 
numerous references to colors in literary sources. In the context of the Jew-
ish religion, this book does not deal with Karaite Judaism, but rather fo-
cuses on rabbinic Jews, who accepted the authority of the rabbinic sources 
such as the Mishnah and the Talmuds. Furthermore, the book does not dis-
cuss influences of the Jewish color discourse outside the Jewish religion. For 
example, the influence of the role of blue in Judaism on the important role 
of blue in Freemasonry is left aside.39 In addition, the book does not address 
the influence of kabbalistic discourse regarding colors on esoteric and mys-
tical movements outside Judaism, such as the influence of the role of blue in 
kabbalah on theories of chromotherapy.40

Notably, scientific publications on ancient Jewish dyes, especially tekhe-
let, play a dual role here: they are not only research articles on which the 
book is based but also primary sources that expose an important aspect of 
the Orthodox—primarily religious Zionist—discourse on tekhelet in the 
twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The explicit religious and ideological 
agenda of many of the tekhelet activists makes it an inseparable element of 
the history of the color blue. To be sure, this book does not dismiss the Or-
thodox writing on tekhelet. This discourse and the issues that it raises, such 
as the relations between science and religion or the relations between Ortho-
dox Judaism and the Zionist Jewish state, form an important chapter in the 
history of the color blue in modern Judaism.

* * *

The focus on the last two centuries in the second half of the book reflects a 
major characteristic of the color blue in Judaism: although tekhelet has its 
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origins in antiquity, it has played a major role in modern times, when it was 
reinvented by several parties and incorporated into modern historical pro
cesses. Rather than telling “the story” of the color blue throughout Jewish 
history, this book uses the color blue as a vantage point from which to ex-
plore broader issues of modern Jewish history and religion—namely, the often 
controversial approaches in Judaism toward appearance, science, magic, mys-
ticism, and messianism, as well as the modern character of Orthodox Judaism.

“Colour is not an easy matter,” wrote Umberto Eco in “How Culture 
Conditions the Colours We See.” Indeed, color is complicated by multiple 
dualities: the aforementioned universalism and particularism; a continuous, 
infinite range of hues and a discrete, finite set of color terms, the linguistic 
representations of the hues; and the contradictory emotions and preferences 
evoked by particular colors. Yet it is this very multiplicity that makes color 
such a useful prism for the study of cultures. Color, like culture, is complex 
and ambivalent. Jewish Blues is driven by this fascinating ambiguity.





C h a p t e r   1

The Materiality of Blue in 
Premodern Judaism

The ancient Greeks may not have had a proper color term for blue. This is-
sue was famously addressed in 1858 by William Gladstone, future prime 
minister of the United Kingdom. In his monumental work Studies on Homer 
and the Homeric Age, Gladstone titled a section “Homer’s Use and Perception 
of Colour,” in which he noted a silence regarding the color blue. Regarding 
descriptions of the sky, for example, Gladstone wrote: “Homer had before 
him the most perfect example of blue. Yet he never once so describes the sky. 
His sky is starry, or broad, or great, or iron, or copper; but it is never blue.”1 
Gladstone’s observations on the usage of color terms in Homeric literature, 
in which the example of blue was perhaps the most striking, sparked the 
“color-naming debate” among anthropologists, linguists, and other scholars. 
Gladstone suggested that the lack of a color term for blue in ancient Greece 
indicated that the ancient Greeks could not see blue as a distinct color—
that is, they were blue-blind. This proposal was rejected by other scholars 
in favor of an alternative: the ancient Greeks indeed saw blue, but colors were 
coded differently in ancient Greek from the way they were coded in modern 
languages, and the color blue was referenced through comparison to blue-
hued phenomena and materials rather than through a specific color term. 
The debate, which continued through the twentieth century and even today 
retains some purchase, pivots on the wider question of how different lan-
guages assign terms to colors. The discussion of color naming reflects an even 
broader inquiry about the universalism and relativism of language and cul-
ture. According to relativist approaches, color perception is conditioned by 
language, whereas according to universalist approaches, there is a basic set of 
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color terms that exist in most languages; these terms refer to colors that are 
perceived by most human beings. Additional approaches introduce a com-
promise between these two positions.2

Although this debate has largely treated color as a test case for broader 
conceptual questions of this kind, it has also drawn attention to the signifi-
cance of colors and their roles in various societies, particularly the elusive 
role of the color blue, compared with other colors, in premodern cultures. 
Sky and sea have made blue a universal component of human experience; 
however, in contrast to other colors, it is difficult to acquire blue objects and 
colorants using natural sources.

This chapter presents premodern—ancient and medieval—references in 
Jewish religious texts to material manifestations of the color blue. It also in-
troduces the basic vocabulary of the color blue in Judaism, including the 
color terms associated with bluish hues, as well as the objects and phenom-
ena with which these terms are associated. In the background of this chap-
ter are various general studies indicating the rise in recent decades of scholarly 
research in the colors used in ancient cultures.3 This interest is manifested 
in the Jewish context as well, with studies conducted from a variety of per-
spectives, such as studies of linguists and Bible scholars on color terms in 
ancient Hebrew,4 as well as studies of archaeologists and art historians on 
the original colors of buildings and artifacts in Jewish antiquity.5 Let us now 
delve into the intricate relationship between color, language, and culture, and 
how the actual hue denoted by a particular color term changes in response 
to historical and cultural contexts.

Tekhelet in the Hebrew Bible

Tekhelet is the most frequently occurring basic color term in the Pentateuch. 
In the Hebrew Bible as a whole, it is surpassed in frequency only by the color 
white. Among the narrower group of names for dyes, tekhelet once again 
predominates.

There are forty-nine references to the word tekhelet in the Hebrew Bible. 
Of these, thirty-nine occur in the context of the Tabernacle in the books of 
Exodus and Numbers; three appear in the discussion of the Israelite Temple in 2 
Chronicles; five refer to luxurious garments; and only one addresses the com-
mandment of tsitsit. The vast majority of references to tekhelet in the Hebrew 
Bible, then, occur in the context of the Tabernacle and its liturgy. Exodus 25–40 
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deals primarily with the construction of the Tabernacle and the production 
of its artifacts, such as the ceremonial garments of Aaron the priest. In these 
chapters, tekhelet appears as the primary color used in the external cloths 
covering the artifacts of the Tabernacle, as well as the color of the priestly robe 
(me’il or me’il ha-ephod), the apron (ephod), the priestly turban or miter (mitsne-
fet), and the sash (avnet). Notably, among these liturgical garments, the priestly 
robe, me’il ha-ephod (Exod. 28:31), was described as entirely tekhelet.

Numbers 4 mentions a “tekhelet cloth” (beged tekhelet) as the cover for a 
series of objects, including the Ark, the table of showbread, the candelabrum, 
the golden altar, and all the auxiliary vessels. These references to tekhelet 
appear as part of the description of the role assigned to the Kehat family, a 
family of the Levite tribe who were charged with carrying the holy objects 
of the Tabernacle during the Israelites’ wanderings in the desert. The bibli-
cal text explicitly states that the requirement to cover the objects is intended 
to save the lives of the Kehat family members. It seems that the process of 
covering prevented direct contact between the carriers and the sacred ob-
jects that they carried, thereby averting tragic accidents.6 This is an early 
hint at the protective role of tekhelet cloth, to which we will return in the 
following chapters. This motif will become much more explicit in kabbalis-
tic sources, which are based on the statement that the Ark was covered by a 
“cloth of pure tekhelet” (beged kelil tekhelet) (Num. 4:6).

In addition to its use in the Tabernacle, tekhelet was used to dye 
luxurious—often royal—garments. For example, in Esther 8:15, “Mordecai 
left the king’s presence in royal robes of tekhelet and ḥur,7 with a magnifi-
cent crown of gold and a mantle of fine linen and purple wool. And the city 
of Shushan rang with joyous cries.” And in the prophet Ezekiel’s portrayal 
of the kingdom of Israel as a woman seduced by Assyrian idolatry, the As-
syrians wore tekhelet: “clothed in tekhelet, governors and prefects, horsemen 
mounted on steeds—all of them handsome young fellows” (Ezek. 23:6). In 
these two instances, the word tekhelet is a metonym for royalty. The contexts 
are not liturgical but rather literary, which might also reflect a historical 
phenomenon: tekhelet-colored clothing may have been the style favored by 
royals in ancient empires. It is possible that the liturgical context may have 
been influenced by nonliturgical realities. That is, directives for the Tabernacle 
may have specified tekhelet and other textile dyes such as argaman (purple) 
because of their general connotations of prestige.

Tekhelet was one of three dyes required for the Israelite liturgy; the other 
two are argaman and tola‘at shani (scarlet, a dye made of kermes insects; lit., 
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“crimson worm”).8 The triad tekhelet, argaman, and tola‘at shani usually ap-
pears in this order.9 This may indicate an order of importance, in which 
tekhelet might have been considered to possess a higher degree of sanctity 
than argaman and tola‘at shani.

The terms tekhelet and argaman are not unique to Hebrew. In Akkadian, 
the term takiltu refers to a “precious blue-purple wool,”10 whereas the term 
argamanu denotes a red wool.11 Wayne Horowitz has noted that “the cunei-
form evidence in Sumerian and Akkadian confirms the existence of dyed 
wool in different hues of what the ancients considered blue.” However, “the 
available evidence does not allow us to ascertain the color of the Akkadian 
takiltu wool.”12 It could have been dark blue, light blue, purple, or a mixture 
of these colors.

In contrast to the numerous references to dyes and colors in the com-
munal liturgy of the Israelites (in the context of the Tabernacle), the com-
mandment of the tsitsit is the one and only law requiring the usage of a 
certain dye in a personal ritual. The tekhelet of the tsitsit is introduced only 
once, in a block of three verses: “Speak to the Israelite people and instruct 
them to make for themselves fringes on the corners of their garments through-
out the ages; let them attach a cord of tekhelet to the fringe at each corner. 
That shall be your fringe; look at it and recall all the commandments of the 
Lord and observe them, so that you do not follow your heart and eyes in your 
lustful urge. Thus you shall be reminded to observe all my commandments 
and to be holy to your God” (Num. 15:38–40).

The commandment of the tsitsit requires several actions: preparing and 
attaching the fringes; gazing at the tekhelet thread; and remembering the 
commandments. The injunction to prepare fringes appears in Deuteronomy 
as well: “You shall make tassels on the four corners of the garment, with 
which you cover yourself ” (Deut. 22:12). It is only in Numbers that the tekhelet 
cord and the requirement to remember all God’s commandments appear. Ac-
cording to this biblical formulation, the tsitsit is first and foremost a mne-
monic. As we shall see below and in the chapters that follow, later interpreta-
tions of that commandment endowed the tsitsit with additional meanings 
and functions.

Jacob Milgrom has discussed the commandment of the tsitsit in several 
publications,13 arguing that it was the tekhelet thread that gave the com-
mandment its special character. In the ancient Near East, according to Mil-
grom, tassels were used as extensions of hems and were a mark of nobility. 
According to the Hebrew Bible, tekhelet was used by priests, and similar 
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dyes were used in the ancient Near East by kings and noblemen. Hence, in 
wearing tsitsit with a tekhelet thread, the Jew symbolically elevates himself 
to the status of both a king and a priest. Milgrom pointed out that the tsitsit 
with tekhelet must have been made of the otherwise forbidden sha‘atnez, a 
mixture of wool and linen. This is because the tekhelet-dyed thread was 
made of wool, which absorbs the dye, whereas the white threads were made 
of the more common linen. For the Israelites, sha‘atnez was allowed only in 
the garments of the priests—for whom it was even mandatory. However, 
laypeople were forbidden to wear sha‘atnez, with the exception of the tsitsit. 
Therefore, the requirement for tsitsit is actually a requirement for priestly 
dress. If the commandment of the tsitsit does approximate the priests’ ritual 
garb, then it aims to raise the status of all who wear it.14 Thus, while 
wearing tekhelet garments was considered a display of nobility, the tekhelet 
thread became a unique sign of Jewishness.

Mollusk-Based Blue

The Bible is silent on the subject of the tekhelet dye. Rabbinic literature from 
the Roman period, however, does provide information about it. The Tosefta, 
a rabbinic source from the first centuries ce, states:

Tekhelet is not ritually fit unless it is from the dye-stuff of the 
ḥillazon; if it is not from the ḥillazon it is not fit.15

In modern Hebrew, the word ḥillazon denotes a snail. However, in ancient 
rabbinic literature, there were other options. In addition to the ḥillazon that 
can be seen after rain,16 which looks like a snail, the following source de-
scribes the ḥillazon of tekhelet differently: “This is the description of the 
ḥillazon: Its body is like unto the sea; its shape is like unto a fish, and it comes 
up once in seventy years; and with its blood tekhelet is dyed, wherefore it is 
very dear.”17

It is doubtful whether a snail can be described as possessing the shape of 
a fish, but there are marine mollusks with the appearance of a fish. The iden-
tification of the ḥillazon has been the subject of intense debate, as we will see 
in Chapter 4. In any event, these sources indicate that in antiquity, tekhelet 
would have been prepared from the secretion (termed “blood,” although it 
was not blood) of a marine mollusk.18
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There is little textual and archaeological evidence about mollusk-based 
bluish dyes in antiquity that can be identified as tekhelet. However, mollusk-
based dyeing was not a Jewish innovation, and we know about the ancient 
mollusk-based dye known in English as Tyrian purple, in Greek as porphyra, 
and in Latin as purpura. Like tekhelet, Tyrian purple was produced from 
marine mollusks, and we have evidence that this dye was produced and used 
in time periods and geographical regions close to those of the rabbinic tekhe-
let. This similarity between tekhelet and Tyrian purple is backed by textual 
interpretation. The Septuagint, the earliest translation of the Hebrew Bible, 
translates tekhelet as iakinthos and argaman as porphyra.19 While iakinthos has 
long been an enigma, we know quite a bit about porphyra, which is Tyrian 
purple. Researchers of tekhelet have thus based much of their knowledge 
and examination about tekhelet on sources about Tyrian purple, which they 
identify as the biblical argaman. I will therefore elaborate on Tyrian purple 
in order to draw conclusions about tekhelet.

Tyrian purple, a dye prepared from marine mollusks, was considered by 
the Romans to be the most precious dye.20 This dye was produced long be-
fore the Romans, by the Phoenicians,21 Egyptians, and Greeks; there is evi-
dence of its manufacture as early as the fifteenth century bce. Archaeological 
findings of dyed textiles and pits containing mollusk shells on the northern 
shores of contemporary Israel and the southern shores of contemporary Leb-
anon attest to the existence of a dyeing industry.22 There are also texts de-
scribing the preparation of Tyrian purple, most famously a text by Pliny the 
Elder.23

Tyrian purple was an expensive dye, with thousands of mollusks required 
for the preparation of a few grams of the dye. It was also difficult to pro-
duce: the mollusks were hard to hunt, and the dyeing procedure itself was 
complicated. This dye was considered of the highest quality, with a stead-
fast result and a hue described as beautiful. Tyrian purple was a prestigious 
dye favored by nobles and kings. It was the particular choice of Roman em-
perors, who were known to wear garments dyed completely with that dye. It 
seems likely that the difficulty of obtaining the dye in terms of price, rarity, 
and production was the very factor that made it so prestigious, a symbol of 
the power and wealth of the ruling class.24 In Twelve Caesars, the Roman his-
torian Suetonius recounts that Caligula ordered the execution of a young 
prince when he noticed in the theater that the prince was attracting attention 
with the splendor of his purple cloak.25 Suetonius uses the story to showcase 
Caligula’s cruelty, but it also indicates that the wearing of purple garments 
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by those whose status was not high enough (here, due to age and class) was 
considered pretentious and even rebellious.

The Roman rulers limited the production, trade, and usage of Tyrian 
purple to the rulers themselves. There are documents showing particular leg-
islation from the first centuries bce and ce: Julius Caesar and Augustus limited 
the use of purple to the elite, whereas Nero forbade any trade in purple except 
for the needs of the emperor. A decree from 383 ce restricted the production 
of purple to imperial (rather than private) factories and prohibited the wear-
ing of entirely purple garments by anyone but the emperor. After an imperial 
dyeing center was established by the Byzantine Empire in the sixth century, 
the prices of those dyes rose significantly, and the number of those who could 
afford them decreased. Eventually, the Muslim conquest of Palestine in the 
seventh century destroyed the mollusk-based dyeing industry.26

Based on Jewish sources from late antiquity, one can speculate that 
the tekhelet dye had a similar history. As noted above, biblical references 
to tekhelet present tekhelet as a prestigious color not unlike the Roman 
purple. Yet the source of prestige was significantly different from that of the 
Roman purple. “To the ancient Israelites,” write Sterman and Taubes Ster-
man, contemporary tekhelet activists, “these dyes possessed a holiness not 
by imperial fiat [like the Romans] but because God himself commanded their 
use in his worship.”27 If the tsitsit was a distinctively Jewish dress in the 
Greco-Roman period,28 and tekhelet was different from purple, then tekhe-
let was even more distinctively Jewish. The tekhelet dye also disappeared from 
Jewish ritual and material culture in late antiquity, as indicated in Jewish 
medieval sources since the ninth century ce.29 The disappearance took place 
gradually:30 first, the restrictions on the production and trade of mollusk-
based dyes in the Roman empire; second, increased restrictions and prices 
in the Byzantine Empire of the sixth century; third, the Muslim conquest 
of Palestine in the seventh century and the ensuing destruction of the local 
dyeing industry.31

Thus, the external political context for the disappearance of Tyrian pur-
ple influenced tekhelet as well. However, the use of tekhelet in Jewish ritual 
had begun to dwindle earlier, partly for internal Jewish reasons. First, the 
need for tekhelet decreased after the destruction of the Jewish Temple in 
the year 70 ce, as there was no longer a need for Temple artifacts colored 
tekhelet. Additionally, usage may have decreased at this point because many 
Jews could not afford to obtain the expensive tekhelet threads for their ts-
itsit. The high cost of tekhelet might account for the following mishnaic 
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ruling: “Tekhelet does not impair the validity of the white, and the white 
does not impair the validity of tekhelet.”32 This statement became the for-
mal basis for the later consensus that performing the tsitsit law with thread 
of a single color (white or tekhelet) is permissible, for the absence of one 
color does not invalidate the other, or the performance of the law of tsitsit 
as a whole. This permission for all-white threads might have been a com-
promise due to the economic situation following the Bar Kokhba revolt (132–
136 ce), when tekhelet prices soared and the newly impoverished people could 
not afford to buy the expensive dye.33 But this permission might also imply 
an objection to using an alternative plant-based blue dye in place of the 
mollusk-based tekhelet. According to this speculation, the rabbis placed so 
much weight on the mollusk origin of tekhelet that they preferred not to 
use colored thread at all. Regardless, we can assume that this permission 
contributed to the decreased use of tekhelet for tsitsit.

Although the use of mollusk-based tekhelet diminished in the second 
and third centuries, the knowledge of how to prepare tekhelet had not yet 
been lost. A Talmudic statement indicates that at least some Jews attempted 
to continue using tekhelet for another few centuries. It claims that tekhelet 
was brought to Babylon in the time of Rabbi Aḥai, during the fifth century 
ce.34 By that time, however, restrictions had been introduced regarding the 
possession and trade of tekhelet: “A couple [of scholars] have arrived from 
Rakkath [Tiberias] who had been captured by an eagle [a Roman soldier], 
while in possession of articles manufactured at Luz. What was it? Tekhelet, 
yet through divine mercy and their own merits they escaped safely.”35

This source indicates that events beyond internal Jewish culture con-
tributed to the decreased use and eventual disappearance of tekhelet. Tekhe-
let seems to have been included under the imperial Roman restrictions on 
the production and trade of Tyrian purple. The reference to Luz may indi-
cate that tekhelet was produced there.36 But Luz was also known in the Tal-
mud as a legendary place where death did not prevail, an attribution that 
supported later associations between tekhelet and healing.37

Tekhelet did not merely disappear; Jewish sources claim that it was in-
tentionally concealed. The earliest source to make this assertion is the fol-
lowing passage from the tannaitic midrash Sifre to Deuteronomy, edited in 
Palestine during the third century:

Said R. Yossi, “Once I was going from Kezib to Tyre, and I came 
across an old man.
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I said to him: How do you make a living?
He said to me: From the ḥillazon.
I said to him: Is it still around?
He said to me: By heaven! There is a place in the sea, set among 
mountains, with spiders all about, and no one goes there who 
doesn’t get stung to death by spiders and rots there.
I said: That means that it is hidden away for the righteous in the 
age to come.”38

Rabbi Yossi had thought that the ḥillazon was lost. Upon hearing of its in-
accessibility, he concluded that it had been hidden, probably by God. Other 
sources indicate that the tekhelet dye itself or the knowledge of how to 
prepare it (and not just the ḥillazon) was concealed,39 but the reason is not 
given.40 The spiders guarding the ḥillazon in the quotation above are like the 
“fiery ever-turning sword” (Gen. 3:24) that blocks access to the Garden of 
Eden. Its concealment imparts a certain drama to the tekhelet dye: embed-
ded in a dangerous environment, it is considered a treasure suitable only 
for the righteous in a future messianic era. Such dramatic tension also ap-
pears in the context of the tekhelet dye itself, as we will see in the coming 
chapters.

In any event, as a result of this cessation in the use of tekhelet, Jews 
began to use only white threads in their tsitsit. The mishnaic permission to 
perform the commandment with white threads alone, introduced in the 
second or third century ce, became much more relevant after the seventh 
century.

As mentioned above, there is meager archaeological evidence for the use 
of mollusk-based blue dyes. But recent archeological findings complicate the 
picture. In 2011, Zvi C. Koren identified the usage of dark blue mollusk-based 
dye in Masada.41 In 2013, Naama Sukenik presented three pieces of mollusk-
dyed textiles, one with a green-blue hue, and suggested that this dye might 
be the same one as the ancient tekhelet.42 Although most of the mollusk-
based dyed textiles found in archaeological excavations were of reddish-
purplish hues (arguably, closer to Tyrian purple) and although most of the 
blue-dyed textiles found were of plant origin, these rare finds indicate that 
inhabitants of the southern Levant used mollusks to prepare not only purple 
but also bluish hues (for examples of shells and colored textiles, see Fig-
ures 1–5 in the color plates). Yet no blue mollusk-dyed tsitsit have appeared 
in archaeological findings of the southern Levant. Of course, it is unlikely 
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that single mollusk-dyed threads would survive. Still, this lacuna is a source 
of frustration for devotees of tekhelet.

Plant-Based Blue

Few archaeological findings attest to mollusk-based blue dyeing; in fact, most 
of the blue-dyed textiles found in the southern Levant have been of plant 
origin. Back in the 1950s and 1960s, dyed textiles found in the Judaean des-
ert turned out to be plant-based, despite hopes to the contrary.43 In 2016, 
Naama Sukenik and others discovered red- and blue-dyed textile fragments 
of organic origin from the thirteenth to tenth centuries bce in Timna (south-
ern Israel). Although these are among the earliest findings of blue-dyed 
textiles of organic origin in this area, the sources were plant-based dyes, and 
the people who used them might not have been Jews at all.

The dyes used for these pieces of fabric seem to have been made either 
from woad (Isatis tinctoria) or indigo (Indigofera tinctoria).44 Woad had been 
known in the southern Levant since ancient times, whereas indigo came from 
India only after the Muslim conquest. However, it is also possible that the 
blue dye was extracted from other species of indigo, such as Indigofera ar-
ticulata or Indigofera coerulea, that were found in excavations from the Ro-
man period.45

The Roman world was familiar with numerous varieties of purple; not 
all of them were based on the pure secretion of mollusks. The high price of pure 
dyes can therefore be understood in the context of the proliferation of mixed 
dyes. Attempts to produce cheaper dyes led to instances of fraud.46 Upon 
seeing a dyed textile, it was difficult to identify its exact components. That 
reality might have contributed to the aforementioned restrictions on private 
dye houses introduced by the Romans.

Dye fraud was also a possibility in the case of blue; mollusk-based tekhe-
let was sometimes replaced with a plant-based blue dye. A discussion in the 
Babylonian Talmud about undetectable deceits is illuminating here.47 An ex-
ample of such a case, in which God himself would take revenge on the cheater, is 
to put salt on a weight meter so that the scale shows a higher weight. Another 
example is one who puts kala ilan on his garment and claims that it is tekhe-
let. The Talmud does not tell us what exactly this kala ilan is, but we can con-
clude that it looks identical to tekhelet. It is worth mentioning that the Talmud 
provides a chemical test to distinguish between these two bluish dyes.48 
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Post-Talmudic sources identify kala ilan as the plant-based indigo dye. The 
book ‘Arukh, an eleventh-century authoritative lexicon for the Talmud and mi-
drash, seems to be the first to identify kala ilan as indeko, which probably means 
“indigo.”49 That identification is commonly accepted and can even be extended 
to all plants from which the indigo dye, indigotin, is produced.

I suggest that kala ilan plays more than one role in the history of the 
color blue in Judaism. In addition to being a symbol of inauthenticity and 
even deceit, I will show that kabbalistic texts endowed tekhelet and kala ilan 
with polarized mythical roles: while tekhelet is a symbol of the Godhead, 
kala ilan represents the forces of evil or demons.50

Importantly, ritualistic tekhelet had to be made of mollusks (according 
to the aforementioned rabbinic requirement), but the usage of plant-based 
blue dyes for purposes other than ritualistic tekhelet was not forbidden; these 
dyes were simply not considered tekhelet. Blue-dyed textiles, like other color-
dyed textiles, were called bigdey tsiv‘onin (lit., “colored clothes”)51 and regarded 
as normal dress, at least among Babylonian Jews.52 Indeed, colorful textiles 
were sometimes considered immodest because it was believed that when worn 
by women, they attracted the attention of men.53 However, colored clothes 
were allowed and even useful in everyday attire. For example, they were effec-
tive in obscuring menstrual stains.54 Moreover, they were allowed in ritualistic 
items such as prayer shawls, as long as they were not trying to misrepresent or 
replace tekhelet.

It is even possible that indigo, or another sort of plant-based blue dye, 
was used in the Jewish Temple. While the requirement of the ḥillazon in the 
context of the rabbinically mandated tsitsit was not debated, it remained a 
point of contention as to whether ḥillazon-based dye was also obligatory in 
the context of the Temple. Maimonides, for example, has been interpreted as 
requiring tekhelet from ḥillazon for the tsitsit but not necessarily for the blue 
cloths used in the Temple. Following that line of thinking, indigo may have 
been a permissible form of tekhelet for use in the Temple of Jerusalem.55

Additionally, the reservations regarding the use of indigo in the specific 
ritualistic context of tsitsit do not imply that Jews distanced themselves from 
indigo dye in general. On the contrary, there is evidence that Jews were highly 
involved in indigo dyeing and trade in the medieval and early modern periods. 
During the seventh to thirteenth centuries, many of the indigo merchants of 
the Arab world were Jews.56 Moreover, during the medieval period, indigo 
dyeing may have been considered a Jewish occupation in most of the Arab 
lands (except Yemen).57 Jews were willing to pay considerable taxes to keep 
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their monopoly on indigo dyeing. They also enjoyed a high reputation as 
dyers.58

In addition to producing and distributing plant-based blue dyes, Jews 
also bought and used textiles made with them, as the color blue became in-
creasingly well regarded among Jews. The popularity of blue fabrics among 
Jews who lived between the tenth and the thirteenth centuries is attested to 
in documents found in the Cairo Geniza.59 Geniza scholars have noted that 
medieval people had a passion for brilliant and variegated colors, a passion 
in tandem with a flourishing dye industry. Scholars have gleaned medieval 
color preferences from orders for textiles by merchants, as well as from trous-
seau lists that detail the garments and home furnishings gifted to brides on 
their wedding days. Although such lists are not as meticulous as textile orders 
in detailing specific shades, it is still possible to deduce the preferred basic 
colors by counting the number of times that they appear. Among textile col-
ors, blue played a prominent role. It seems that white and its shades were 
the most popular, immediately followed by blue.60

Blue Minerals, Stones, and Gems

Stones are prominent manifestations of color. The colors of stones, like those 
of textiles, are also imputed with symbolism and used to express identity 
and value. Stones were sometimes pulverized to make pigments for paint-
ings and makeup; at other times, they remained unground and were used as 
jewelry. Since antiquity, stones were attributed magical properties.61

Lapis lazuli, which appears in numerous ancient sources, was probably 
the most famous blue stone of antiquity.62 But there were other popular blue 
stones, such as turquoise.63 In the Jewish context, a number of stones were 
associated with blue.64 The high priest’s breastplate was a central textual res-
ervoir of gemstones.65 Tarshish, for example, was a stone associated with blue. 
Rabbi David Kimḥi (1160–1235) associated tarshish with the turquoise stone, 
writing that “its hue resembles the hue of tekhelet.”66

Of all the stones, in Jewish texts the sapphire has been most frequently 
associated with the color blue. The word “sapphire” (sappir) appears in the 
Hebrew Bible eleven times. Its basic denotation is a gemstone, as it is listed 
as one of the twelve stones of the priestly breastplate introduced in Exodus 
(28:18, 39:11). In general, the exact identification of biblical gemstones is un-
clear. In antiquity, the term “sapphire” and its parallels in Greek and Ara-
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maic (such as sapphyrus or sappirinon) probably referred to lapis lazuli and its 
major mineral component lazurite. However, in later periods, several medieval 
and early modern sources associated sapphire with a different blue stone—
blue corundum.67 In the twelfth-century midrash Numbers Rabba, it is writ-
ten that the gemstone of the tribe of Issachar is sapphire and that its “map” 
(perhaps a flag or another emblem) is colored “black resembling blue” (shaḥor 
domeh le-kaḥol), which seems to refer to a dark blue hue.

In addition to its use to denote a gemstone, the term “sapphire” is men-
tioned more figuratively to convey the appearance of other phenomena. Of 
relevance to the discussion of the color blue is the likening of divine visions 
to sapphire. In Ezekiel’s visions, the image of a sapphire stone is used to de-
scribe an appearance resembling a throne (Ezek. 1:26, 10:1). These verses are 
relevant because the appearance of the sapphire described in them is used in 
later sources to associate the tekhelet dye with celestial entities. Another verse 
used to connect the earthly and the divine through the sapphire stone is the 
description of the vision of God by the Israelites in the desert: “and they saw 
the God of Israel: under his feet there was the likeness of a pavement of sap-
phire, like the very sky for purity” (Exod. 24:10). In the Hebrew original, 
“sapphire” is mentioned as livnat ha-sappir, loosely translated as “whiteness 
of sapphire.”

The expression “whiteness of sapphire” raises the question of the hue of 
sapphire, and to what degree it can be understood as blue. This point was 
debated among medieval writers. Rabbi David Kimḥi noted that Sa‘adia Gaon 
understands sapphire as white, whereas Avraham Ibn Ezra understands it as 
red.68 The reference to red might indicate that the sapphire stone was also 
identified with the red corundum. Rabbi Baḥye ben Asher (1255–1340) re-
jected Sa‘adia’s association between sapphire and white and wrote that the 
term livnat ha-sappir refers to a reflection of all colors.69 Rabbi Baḥye was 
not alone; other medieval authors understood sapphire as transparent or crys-
talline, rather than white.70 Maimonides, for example, wrote that the term 
livnat does not denote a white hue but a glittering character; the glittering 
of sapphire is unlike that of a mirror because it enables one to see the ob-
jects behind it.71

However, in Rabbi Baḥye’s discussion of the qualities of the stones of 
the breastplate, he associated tekhelet with both tarshish and sapphire, perhaps 
hinting that sapphire is blue like tarshish. In his discussion of sapphire, he char-
acterized sapphire: “Issachar on sapphire . . . ​having the color of tekhelet. . . . ​
That color of tekhelet is not a color of pride like the color of redness or the color 



30	 Chapter 1

of greenness [yarkut/ירקוּת] called green [גרי“ן], both [red and green] are col-
ors of pride; tekhelet is rather a color of modesty and humility, appropriate 
for young, appropriate for the old. . . . ​The quality of that stone [sapphire] is 
that it is beneficial for the light of the eyes, and that is why it is put on the 
eyes.”72 Although the hue of sapphire, according to Rabbi Baḥye, is not en-
tirely clear, the list of beneficial qualities of the sapphire stone is of interest: 
for instance, sapphire is put on the eyes, perhaps as a pigment of makeup, or 
perhaps as is, in order to “lighten them.” Perhaps he meant that applying 
that sort of makeup improves one’s sight. Baḥye’s discussion of the sapphire 
stone highlights interesting qualities of the color tekhelet, explicitly associ-
ated with that stone. Of particular interest is the ethical quality of humility, to 
which we will return later.

In the Middle Ages, interest in gemstones increased. Symbolism and 
magical powers were associated with particular gemstones, and numerous 
lapidary texts circulated. This literary genre originated in ancient Greece and 
Rome and gained popularity in medieval western Europe. In his popular work 
on gemstones, Marbodius of Rennes (c. 1034–1123) wrote that the sapphire 
stone had curative properties for eye ailments. This property of sapphire is 
mentioned in the Hebrew lapidaries influenced by his work,73 especially by 
Berakhyah ben Natronai’s Ko’aḥ ha-avanim (lit., “power of the stones”).74 Be-
rakhyah ben Natronai also attributed to sapphire other protective properties 
known only to specialists.75 Perhaps other medieval Jewish scholars, such as 
Rabbi Baḥye, were also influenced by non-Jewish views on the protective 
value of the sapphire stone. Be the route of influence as it may, in the Middle 
Ages, Jews clearly believed that the sapphire stone had beneficial qualities 
for the eyes.

Minerals were also used for cosmetics. The major biblical terms for the 
bluish pigments associated with substances used for cosmetics since antiq-
uity are koḥal/kaḥal and pukh. Possibly, the ancient Israelites did not differ-
entiate between the materials denoted by these terms. Both words are often 
translated as “kohl,” which maintains the root k-ḥ-l, from which the nouns 
koḥal/kaḥal are derived, as well as the verb likheḥol, denoting the action of 
putting that substance on the eyes, which is mentioned only once in the He-
brew Bible (Ezek. 23:40).

Kohl is a pigment used to color parts of the body, particularly the eye-
lids. Early traces of cosmetic kohl have been found in ancient Egypt. The 
term “kohl,” which originated in Arabic or Hebrew, and its variations in other 
languages (such as sormeh in Persian) denoted materials of various colors, 
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ranging between green, blue, gray, and black, which were often made from 
galena (PbS) or stibnite (Sb2S3). Although kohl was often associated in an-
tiquity with blackish hues, dark bluish variants also exist.76 In later periods, 
as early as the Middle Ages, it was more commonly understood as blue. In 
modern Hebrew, as has already been noted, kaḥol became a color term de-
noting dark blue, as opposed to tekhelet, which refers to light blue.

Kohl was used in the Mediterranean region for the purpose of self-
adornment but also as a medicine, particularly for ocular ailments. The color 
was believed to cure blindness and, more generally, to improve one’s vision. 
Additionally, it was considered effective against the evil eye. Medieval rabbis 
wrote that men should not use kohl for aesthetic purposes,77 in accordance 
with the biblical prohibition against men wearing women’s garments (Deut. 
22:5). However, the use of kohl for medicinal purposes was not prohibited.

The Bible mentions pukh as a cosmetic product: “Jehu went on to Jez-
reel. When Jezebel heard of it, she painted her eyes with pukh and dressed 
her hair, and she looked out of the window” (2 Kings 9:30). The word pukh 
also denoted a stone, perhaps the stone from which pukh powder was made. 
Some commentators understood the pukh stone to be synonymous with the 
precious stone nofekh. Interpretations of the nofekh gemstones vary. While most 
of them are associated with the red carbuncle, some commentators under-
stood the term nofekh to mean a green or blue stone.78 However, the word 
pukh is indirectly associated with the color blue through the sapphire by the 
following verse (Isa. 54:11): “I will lay pukh as your building stones, and make 
your foundations of sapphires.” Although the Hebrew original be-pukh (with 
pukh) has been translated in various ways, it is clearly in some way parallel 
to sapphire. Nonetheless, it is unclear whether this is merely a parallel be-
tween two gemstones, or whether it indicates a similarity in color.79 Notably, 
this verse imparts to the color blue an eschatological significance, which 
will be discussed further in Chapter 3.

Was Tekhelet Blue? A Few Notes on the Similarity 
of Blue, Green, and Black

The Bible does not provide clues about the appearance of tekhelet—unlike, 
for instance, white, which is likened to snow.80 And, as we noted above, the 
Mesopotamian sources do not advance our knowledge because the word 
takiltu does not indicate a definite hue but rather various shades of blue and 
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purple. The association between tekhelet and blue is primarily derived from 
rabbinic sources in later periods of antiquity.

Of these sources, the best known is the following statement (which has 
more than one variation), attributed to Rabbi Meir, a leading rabbi of the 
second century:

Rabbi Meir says: Why has tekhelet been singled out from all other 
colors? Because tekhelet is like unto the sea and the sea is like unto 
the sky and the sky is like unto the sapphire and the sapphire is 
like unto the Throne of Glory, for it is written (Exod. 24:10): “and 
they saw the God of Israel: under his feet there was the likeness of 
a pavement of sapphire, like the very sky for purity,” and it is written 
(Ezek. 1:26) “the semblance of a throne, in appearance like sapphire.”81

This text is quoted by religious and academic scholars for various purposes, 
such as to argue that tekhelet is the closest of all colors to the divine; to 
advocate a practice or a process through which the worshiper can direct him-
self from his tsitsit to God; and to elaborate on the vision of the Throne of 
Glory. I will return to these topics in Chapter 2. Here I would like to read 
the text as support for the argument that tekhelet is blue, as it is similar to 
natural bluish phenomena such as the sea, the sky, and the sapphire stone.

While the association between tekhelet and blue seems obvious and was 
accepted by several authors in premodern times,82 other versions of the state-
ment provide another option. The version of this text in the Palestinian Tal-
mud hints at the color green: “Tekhelet is like the sea. And the sea resembles 
the grasses. And the grass resembles the firmament. And the firmament re-
sembles the throne of glory. And the throne resembles the sapphire.”83 Let 
us note that here, unlike in other versions of Rabbi Meir’s statement, “grass” 
is inserted in the chain of phenomena between the sea and the firmament. 
This version shows the difficulty in any attempt to draw conclusions from 
Rabbi Meir’s comparisons regarding the hue of tekhelet. The word tekhelet can 
refer to various shades, sometimes a bluish hue, sometimes green. Even within 
the bluish range, it can denote a number of hues: just as tekhelet can be the 
color of a daylight sky, it can also be the color of the sky at various times of 
day when the shade of the sky changes. Moreover, we should remember that 
comparison does not imply identity. The likening of tekhelet to the sea does 
not imply that both have the same color, but rather a similar color. Finally, 
as mentioned in the Introduction, it can be difficult to distinguish between 
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blue and green. There are hues that some people will call blue and some will 
call green, while others will use a medial term, such as turquoise.

The different versions of Rabbi Meir’s statement, which raise the ques-
tion of the hue of tekhelet, also invite a broader discussion of the associations 
between the color blue and other color terms (not just tekhelet) that can be 
associated with blue, such as green, black, and purple. In particular, explor-
ing the various hues associated with the basic color term yarok might shed 
light on the color blue. In addition to whether the color term tekhelet should 
be understood as having a greenish hue, we should also ask whether yarok 
denotes a bluish hue. Alternatively, perhaps the similarity between blue and 
green prevented any possibility of clearly distinguishing between colors. Were 
such close similarities characteristic of perceptions in antiquity? And if tekhe-
let can denote the color of a darker sky, what is the difference between tekhelet 
and the color term shaḥor, black? I will address these and other questions by 
discussing a few examples in ancient rabbinic literature and their interpreta-
tions by medieval rabbis.

In contemporary Hebrew, yarok refers to green; in antiquity, this term 
denoted a wider range of colors, including yellowish hues. Under the entry 
yarok, the Israeli Talmudic Encyclopedia states that that color term is associ-
ated in halakhic literature with green, yellow, or blue.84 The question of the 
difference between blue and green arises in a mishnaic discussion on the tim-
ing of the morning prayers, the recitation of the Shema:85 “From what time 
do they recite the Shema in the morning? From the hour that one can dis-
tinguish between tekhelet and white. R. Eliezer says, between tekhelet and 
karti [leek]. And one must complete it before sunrise.”86

In this text, the term tekhelet can denote an abstract color not associated 
with a particular natural or cultural phenomenon. It is more likely, however, 
that the author was referring to the tekhelet thread of the tsitsit: one may recite 
the Shema if he can distinguish between his tekhelet thread and other colors. 
An anonymous opinion, attributed to a prevalent opinion among the rabbis, 
asserts that one should be able to distinguish between tekhelet and white. Rabbi 
Eliezer dissents, asserting that the differentiation should be between tekhelet 
and karti, the color of leek, which, in rabbinic literature, denotes green.87

If we assume that the hue of tekhelet is more similar to green than to 
white (this is not obvious because tekhelet can be understood as a very light 
blue, similar to white), then it is easy to distinguish between tekhelet and 
white in any light, whereas the differentiation between tekhelet and green is 
more difficult; one needs a certain amount of light to be able to distinguish 
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between them. According to that interpretation, the anonymous opinion 
(distinguishing between tekhelet and white) is more lenient: it allows an 
earlier start time, when the light is limited but one is capable of differentiat-
ing between tekhelet and white. Rabbi Eliezer, for his part, asserts that the 
time window for reciting the Shema is narrower: one cannot start too early 
because one would then not be able to distinguish between tekhelet and leek 
green. One way or another, we can assume that according to this mishnaic 
source, tekhelet and green are different colors, although perhaps difficult to 
distinguish.88

The Mishnah’s implication that tekhelet is similar to green, particularly 
leek, resulted in further associations between blue and green. It seems that 
the explicit association between yarok and blue was introduced by medieval 
commentators, who based themselves on the aforementioned similarity be-
tween tekhelet and greenish hues. In his medieval commentary to the text 
of the Mishnah cited above, the influential commentator Rashi (1040?–1105) 
wrote that tekhelet is green—yarok, similar to the color of leek—and that it 
is the color of the face of a sick person.89 In Rashi’s commentary to the Bi-
ble, the term tekhelet does not denote an abstract color term but rather a dyed 
wool used in liturgical clothing or threads made of that sort of wool.90 In 
his commentary to the commandment of tsitsit (Num. 15:38), he wrote that 
tekhelet is a green color of the ḥillazon, without specifying whether it is the 
color of the ḥillazon itself or of its secretion. However, in his commentary 
to verses describing the dyes of the Tabernacle (Exod. 25:4), he wrote more 
specifically that tekhelet is a wool colored by the green “blood” of the 
ḥillazon.

Some Orthodox Jews claim that although Rashi wrote yarok, he actu-
ally meant a wide range of hues that included blue. Others try to harmonize 
among the options. Rabbi Isaac Herzog, for example, wrote that Rashi, who 
lived in northern France, “would seem to have derived his idea of the sea 
colour from the British Channel or from the North Sea, which as we know 
are of a green tint, here and there playing into bluish. Hence, so at least it 
seems to me, he came to regard tekhelet as essentially a green colour playing 
into blue.”91 Like other sources, these harmonizing interpretations are based 
on the similarity between blue and green.

The possibility that Rashi did understand tekhelet as green is supported 
by the fact that he mentioned the term kaḥol (blue) without mentioning 
tekhelet in the context of the dietary laws—specifically, in a discussion about 
the permissible colors of an animal lung in order for it to be considered ko-
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sher, a food that conforms to Jewish dietary laws. Rabba, a prominent Tal-
mudic sage, gave examples from the domain of colorants. He stated that if 
the color of the lung is like koḥla, it is kosher; and if it is like ink, it is not. 
It seems that he meant that the kosher hue is blue, even dark blue, whereas 
a black hue is not kosher. In his commentary to Rabba’s statement, Rashi 
was more explicit. Rashi identified the word koḥla (kohl) as tseva kaḥol (a 
blue color), and translated it to French as lazur, a word originating from la-
pis lazuli, the blue stone discussed above.92 He even explicitly stated that koḥla 
is neither yarok (green or yellow) nor shaḥor (black). Hence, Rashi identified 
the color term kaḥol with blue, distinguishing it from the colors green and 
black, as well as the term tekhelet. Significantly, the translation to French 
vernacular adds clarity to Rashi’s interpretation because he translates the 
word to a term denoting a well-known hue.

While Rashi was quite decisive in identifying tekhelet with green, other 
medieval Ashkenazi rabbis were less definitive. In an interpretation of a Tal-
mudic discussion about the color of an acceptable (kosher) citron for the Jew-
ish holiday of the Feast of Tabernacles, a Tosafist (member of a school of 
rabbis by that name) begins by identifying yarok with leek and also with the 
color term vert, the French color term for green. Following the mishnaic as-
sertion that tekhelet is similar to green, it seems that the Tosafist agrees 
with Rashi, but he then associates tekhelet’s hue with indigo and seems to 
remain puzzled.93 Another example is a medieval interpretation of rabbinic 
attempts to distinguish between various shades of red in order to reach con-
clusions about women’s purity after menstruation.94 The German rabbi Mor-
dechai ben Hillel (1250–1298) identified the various hues using color terms 
from his own vernacular, which, in his case, was Old Yiddish or medieval 
German. After mentioning various Talmudic references to color, including 
Rabbi Meir’s, he wrote that “these three appearances [of blood]—blue [bla 
or blau, בל“א], yellow [gel, גע“ל], green [grin, גרי“ן]—all are included under 
the definition of yarok,” and none of them falls into the category of ritual 
impurity.95 We can see from this example that Ashkenazi rabbis grappled 
with the associations between color terms and their denotations. The bor-
der between blue and green was indeed difficult to draw.

In contrast to the interpretations of tekhelet as green in Rashi’s com-
mentaries to the Bible and Talmud, Rashi gives space to a different opinion by 
the eleventh-century Provençal commentator Moshe ha-Darshan.96 Moshe ha-
Darshan notes that the color of tekhelet is “similar to the color of the black-
ening evening sky,” which seems to be black or dark blue.97 Moshe ha-Darshan 
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based his opinion on an ancient association between tekhelet and death, 
which will be discussed in Chapter 2.98

The twelfth-century Jewish-Spanish scholar Avraham Ibn Ezra (1089–1167) 
wrote more than one commentary to the Pentateuch. In his earlier short com-
mentary, he wrote on the first occurrence of tekhelet in the Bible, namely 
Exod. 25:4, that tekhelet has a hue close to black, which somewhat resembles 
the sky.99 He then suggested that tekhelet has that name because it is the end—
takhlit/תכלית—of all colors, just as white is the beginning; there is nothing be-
yond it. However, in Ibn Ezra’s later, longer commentary on the same verse, he 
wrote: “Yefet [Yefet ben Ali, the Karaite commentator] says that tekhelet is a 
black-like color. Black is the end of all colors [takhlit kol ha-tseva‘im], as all colors 
turn black, and no human hands can change black. However, we will rely on 
the sages of the Talmud, who said that tekhelet is green wool.”100

Here Ibn Ezra presents two possibilities for the hue and material of 
tekhelet: the color black and green wool. It seems that in his short com-
mentary, he relied upon Yefet’s interpretation of tekhelet as black (without 
mentioning his name) but rejected this interpretation in his longer commen-
tary, in which he explicitly preferred the green wool alternative.101 Like Rashi’s 
commentary (with which Ibn Ezra was familiar), Ibn Ezra’s commentaries also 
indicate uncertainty regarding the hue of tekhelet. The interpretation of 
tekhelet as black is based on the wordplay between tekhelet (תכלת) and takhlit 
 ,In modern Hebrew, takhlit denotes a purpose; but in medieval times .(תכלית)
it also denoted an end, in the sense of finality.102 Black is described as a final 
color because “all colors turn black,” which seems to refer to the fact that 
black absorbs all hues. The presence of the letters of the word kol (כל), “all,” 
in tekhelet (תכלת) also contributed to the characterization of tekhelet as an 
inclusive color with a blackish hue.

The blackish option is further supported by references to tekhelet in me-
dieval Sephardic Hebrew poetry. Moshe Ibn Ezra (c. 1055–1140), describing a 
handsome child, wrote that his hair was like tekhelet. According to Muslim 
aesthetic ideals of the time, black hair was considered a handsome hair color 
for boys.103 Another famous source is a poem by Yehudah Halevi (approxi-
mately 1075–1141)—“Ha-tirdof na‘arut” (lit., “Will you chase juvenile pas-
times”)—in which he described the night sky as tekhelet. Thus, there is 
more than a single source from the eleventh and twelfth centuries identify-
ing tekhelet with black or a dark midnight blue.104

The association of tekhelet with black is similar to its association with 
very dark blue by the Spanish-born Moses Maimonides (1135–1204). This 
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seems odd because Maimonides is often presented as an apparently clear ex-
ample of the association between tekhelet and light blue, based on the fol-
lowing quotation: “Wherever the Torah mentions tekhelet, it refers to wool 
dyed bluish; this is the color of the clear sky. Fringes dyed tekhelet must be 
prepared according to the accepted process, such that its beauty is perma-
nent and does not fade. Anything not dyed according to that process is unfit 
for fringes, even if it is the color of the sky, such as things dyed with woad 
or other darkening agents; such are unfit for fringes.”105

Like Rashi, Maimonides identifies tekhelet as a dyed wool rather than 
a hue. The translation of the dye’s hue is “bluish”; but in the Hebrew origi-
nal, the term is ke-patukh she-ba-koḥal (כפתוך שבכוחל), a phrase that should 
more precisely be translated as “a mixture of kohl.” The association of tekhe-
let with “the color of the clear sky” seems to indicate that tekhelet is light 
blue. However, Zohar Amar studied the various terms and characteristics 
given to tekhelet in the entire Maimonidean oeuvre and concluded that the 
hue of tekhelet, according to Maimonides, was blackish gray or very dark 
blue.106 In addition to the hue, Maimonides requires that the dye be stead-
fast and not fade after a few washes. This requirement later became a central 
point of debate about the authenticity of a candidate for a tekhelet dye.107

In addition to blue, green, and black, there was also an opinion that 
characterized tekhelet as purple. The Ashkenazi rabbi Eliezer ben Yoel Ha-
levi (c. 1140–1225; known as the Ra’avyah) implicitly associated tekhelet with 
purpura, which might indicate that he understood it as purple.108

If tekhelet has a single definite hue, blue seems to be only one possibility 
for that hue; other possibilities include hues in the range between black and 
green, as well as purple. This diversity of opinion is not limited to medieval 
times, but—as we will see—reappeared in the modern period, where it had 
practical implications.109

Conclusion

In 1969, Brent Berlin and Paul Kay published a groundbreaking study, en-
titled Basic Color Terms: Their Universality and Development.110 They argue 
that most known languages have eleven “basic color terms” (BCTs) that de-
note more or less the same colors and that these BCTs develop in a universal, 
seven-stage process of specification. In the first stage, there are two color 
terms: black and white. The “cold” colors—blue, black, and gray—are part 
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of the term for black, while the “warm” colors—red, yellow, and brown—
are part of the term for white. The second stage is the addition of red, and then 
a color term denoting green and yellow together, followed by a separation of 
the terms for green and yellow. The appearance of a dedicated color term for 
blue comes in the fifth stage; brown in the sixth stage; and color terms for 
purple, orange, pink, and gray in the final, seventh stage. Berlin and Kay’s 
theory can be understood as yet another round in the aforementioned “color-
naming debate,” in which color terms in various languages became a test case 
for the relativity or universality of language. Applicable to numerous languages, 
the theory supports the universalistic argument, while still taking into account 
that every language has its own history and pace of specification of color terms.

In our context, some linguists argue that Berlin and Kay’s theory con-
forms with the development of the Hebrew language,111 while others are more 
skeptical.112 The current chapter indicates that the treatment of the color 
blue does align with this theory, albeit with certain exceptions. In the lan-
guage of the Bible, Mishnah, and Talmuds, there was no BCT for blue; the 
color blue was described using the color term yarok, which also denoted green 
and yellow, or references to objects with the color blue, such as the tekhelet 
dye or the sapphire gemstone. Thus, the Hebrew language of antiquity re-
flects the third stage of Berlin and Kay’s theory, or perhaps the transition 
toward the fourth stage, as yarok began to split between yellow and green. 
In medieval times, one already finds the term “tseva kaḥol.” The associations 
and range of opinions between blue, green, and black reflect the fourth stage.

Regarding terms for blue, things seem more complex. While the color 
blue was referred to by comparison to materials that are colored blue, such 
as the lapis lazuli stone or tekhelet dye, this chapter has shown that the terms 
usually associated with blue do not necessarily denote blue, or at least not 
blue alone. For the term tekhelet, there were various options regarding the 
hue: it could have been dark blue, light blue, green, purple, or any shade in 
the range of those colors. Additionally, there was more than a single under-
standing for the hue denoted by the term “sapphire,” which was understood 
not only as blue but also as white, red, and even transparent.

Ancient texts did not concern themselves with defining the hue of tekhelet. 
Medieval commentators, however, did discuss the issue—with some puzzle-
ment. Such interest might be related to the fact that, by the Middle Ages, 
the mollusk-based tekhelet had completely disappeared from Jewish material 
culture and had become a virtual or imaginary color. However, the range of 
options for the hue of tekhelet may also have reflected the situation in antiq-
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uity, where the hue might have included more shades than moderns believe. It 
may be a modern halakhic mind-set, not an ancient one, that seeks to define 
tekhelet as a specific shade of blue for the sake of determining Jewish law.

Notwithstanding the various possibilities that they entertained for the 
hue of tekhelet, medieval commentators tended to highlight the darker shades 
of tekhelet and its similarity to black. This is particularly true of rabbis from 
Spain but also of the Ashkenazi Rashi. Moreover, contrary to an argument 
that tekhelet became a BCT only in the nineteenth century,113 it is very 
prominent in medieval kabbalah, as we will see in Chapter 2. Hence, in Ber-
lin and Kay’s model, Hebrew reached its fifth stage of development as early 
as the thirteenth century, if not earlier.

The complex history of the Hebrew terms for blue perplexed even mod-
ern scholars of the Hebrew language. In 1887, the future Hebrew scholar Da-
vid Yellin (1864–1941) announced in the newspaper Hazewi that the scholar 
Zeev Yaavetz (his relative) intended to renew color terms for blue and yellow. 
Yellin and Yaavetz wanted to introduce the term kaḥol for blue, but the edi-
tor, Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, commented that Rashi had already done that.114

These developments of Hebrew color terms draw our attention to an-
other phenomenon: while the Mishnah and both Talmuds refer to color 
terms solely as attributes of material phenomena, such as the sky, plants, and 
blood, medieval texts refer to colors more systematically as abstract entities. 
Chapter 2 will elaborate on the significant role played by tekhelet as a color 
term, as well as its place in the broader system of colors and color terms.



C h a p t e r   2

Tekhelet in Medieval Jewish Mysticism
Cosmology, Theology, and Vision

Let us return to the famous characterization of tekhelet by Rabbi Meir quoted 
in Chapter 1: “Rabbi Meir says: Why has tekhelet been singled out from all 
other colors? Because tekhelet is like unto the sea and the sea is like unto 
the sky and the sky is like unto the sapphire and the sapphire is like unto the 
Throne of Glory, for it is written (Exod. 24:10): ‘and they saw the God of 
Israel; under his feet there was the likeness of a pavement of sapphire, like 
the very sky of purity,’ and it is written (Ezek. 1:26) ‘the semblance of a 
throne, in appearance like sapphire.’ ”1

We have seen the use of this statement as a source for the determina-
tion of the hue of the earthly tekhelet.2 But there is more in this text than 
just a hint as to the hue of tekhelet. The likening of earthly and divine phe-
nomena creates a symbolic linkage between the color tekhelet and divine 
entities. Moreover, the specific sequence of comparison—from the tsitsit to 
the sea, the sky, and, ultimately, the Throne of Glory—paves the way for the 
worshiper from earthly to divine tekhelet. Hence, tekhelet is imbued with 
the potential to induce elevation toward a mystical experience.

The current chapter deals with the divine aspects of blue, primarily in 
the context of medieval Jewish mysticism.3 The references to colors in Jew-
ish mystical texts, particularly kabbalah, are more elaborate than those fea-
tured in other genres, such as biblical commentaries or halakhic works.4 The 
vocabulary of color affords the mystic a language that is both concrete and 
abstract, and it facilitates visual descriptions of the Godhead without being 
overly anthropomorphic. Hence, this chapter discusses only a limited se
lection of the many references to color in Jewish mystical texts.
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I will focus on tekhelet rather than other color terms associated with 
blue because tekhelet, more than any other color, is described in mystical 
texts as inviting human contemplation. After some general comments about 
the role of colors in Jewish medieval texts, I will focus on three roles of tekhe-
let found in kabbalistic texts: the role of tekhelet in the creation of the 
universe, the role of tekhelet within the system of divine emanations (the 
sefirot), and the role of tekhelet as an object of visual contemplation to aid in 
connecting with the divine.

Of particular importance is the question of what exactly tekhelet is in 
the divine realm, and to what extent tekhelet serves to reveal or conceal. As 
a visual phenomenon, color can accomplish both these actions. Thus, when 
tekhelet is presented as the color of the divine entity itself, it reveals something 
about that entity. At the same time, tekhelet can be the color of something 
that covers the divine entity, or of something that separates that entity from 
the human eye. In that case, although tekhelet itself is visible, it actually 
conceals the divine entity.

A Few Notes on References to Colors 
in Medieval Judaism

The medieval references to tekhelet in Jewish texts should be understood 
as part of a growing discourse on color in the Jewish culture of that period. As 
is typical in medieval Jewish culture, this discourse is based on previous 
Jewish references to color, as well as on Greek and Arab scientific and philo-
sophical knowledge. Greek thought addressed color theory as early as the 
pre-Socratic philosophers, followed by the famous theories of Plato and Aris-
totle.5 Arab thinkers read, translated, and adapted the Greek understanding 
of color while providing their own original contributions.6 Although the sys-
tematization of colors had existed among the Greeks for centuries, it entered 
Jewish discourse only in the Middle Ages, mediated by the Arab thinkers.

In his Kitab al-amanat (Book of beliefs and opinions), the medieval Jew-
ish thinker Sa‘adia Gaon (882–942) introduced a list of natural colors, per-
haps for the first time in Jewish sources: “There are seven foundations of 
natural colors: whiteness and blackness, and greenness, and yellowness, and 
redness, and the color of the heavens, and the color of the earth.”7 Sa‘adia 
does not provide a source for this statement, but he may have been influ-
enced on this point by contemporaneous Muslim thinkers such as the Ikhwān 
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al-Ṣafā, a secret order of Neoplatonic philosophers in ninth- or tenth-century 
Iraq that listed seven basic colors almost identical to Sa‘adia’s.8 Later medi-
eval authors referred to Sa‘adia’s color system as an authoritative Jewish source 
on colors.9

Sa‘adia’s list of colors is an early (if not the first) example of the system-
atization of color in Jewish sources, as well as an unprecedented conceptual-
ization of color. It seems that in antiquity, color had not yet been presented 
systematically in Jewish texts, and there were no discussions on the nature 
of color itself. Ancient Greek culture, in contrast, featured theories of vision 
and of natural phenomena (such as the rainbow), which generated system-
atic exploration of groups of colors. Medieval Jewish sources began to dis-
cuss colors as entities in and of themselves, rather than as secondary attributes 
of other phenomena. Not all these attempts at systemization were based on 
seven basic color terms, as was Sa‘adia’s; systems based on three or four fun-
damental colors were more common. These may have been influenced by 
Greek, Roman, or Arab texts, which played a prominent role in shaping me-
dieval Jewish culture.10 However, the concurrent existence of various sys-
tems somewhat counters the effect of systematization because the systems 
were not always consistent with one another.

Let us take the rainbow as an example. The rainbow, a naturally occur-
ring, universal, and striking manifestation of colors as a system, is loaded 
with symbolism.11 In his Meteorology, Aristotle elaborated on the colors of 
the rainbow, thereby presenting his broader views regarding color and vi-
sion. Aristotle’s Meteorology, an influential text on color, reached Jewish 
scholars of that time through the works of Arab thinkers.12 Resianne Fon-
taine, who has studied the reception of Meteorology among Jewish scholars 
in the thirteenth century, claims that “there was no fixed colour scheme to 
which every author unhesitatingly subscribed. Instead, it appears that vari
ous views were circulating and that a considerable amount of unclarity and 
inconsistency pervaded several of the expositions.”13 As we shall see, such 
ambiguity characterized the entire discourse on colors in medieval Judaism, 
not only that of the rainbow.

The systematization of colors in medieval Judaism is manifested not only 
in discussions of the physical world but also in discussions of visionary ex-
periences, such as the chariot in Ezekiel 1. This vision is partly likened to 
the appearance of the rainbow: “Like the appearance of the bow which shines 
in the clouds on a day of rain, such was the appearance of the surrounding 
radiance” (Ezek. 1:28).
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A medieval theological system in which colors play a relatively major role 
is that of the sefirot, the divine emanations of the kabbalah, the major Jew-
ish mystical tradition that flourished in medieval Provence and Spain. In 
many medieval kabbalistic texts, the Godhead is described as a complex of 
ten manifestations, or sefirot, that emanate from the transcendent God; each 
emanation or sefirah (singular of sefirot) is a distinctive aspect of the God-
head, such as mercy or judgment. A prominent characteristic of kabbalistic 
language is the use of symbols to describe the distinctive characteristics of 
each emanation. Color is one of the clusters of symbols of the Godhead in 
kabbalah, so each emanation is linked to specific colors that represent its 
distinctive characteristics. Colors, a central expression of the diversity of the 
phenomenon of light, thus come to reflect the diversity of the Godhead. For 
example, the color white often symbolizes the emanation of mercy, while the 
color red symbolizes the emanation of harsh judgment. The correspondence 
between every color and a particular aspect of the Godhead was not merely 
coincidental; the kabbalists meant to suggest that every color shared specific 
features with its corresponding sefirah.

In a commentary on the ten sefirot, known as Sha‘ar ha-sho’el (lit., Gate-
way of the inquirer) and attributed to the thirteenth-century Spanish kab-
balist Azriel of Gerona, the author responds to a question about the “essence” 
of the sefirot by likening them to colors—tekhelet among them—as various 
manifestations of light:

When the divine [essence] is clothed in the imagination, we should 
liken the first power to a hidden light; the second power to the light 
that comprises every color—and this light is the likeness of tekhe-
let, which is the end [takhlit] of all colors, but there is in it no known 
color; the third power to a green light; the fourth power to a white 
light; the fifth power to a red light. The sixth power is composed 
of white and red; the seventh power is a red power inclined toward 
the white; the eighth power is a white power inclined toward the 
red; the ninth power is composed of the white and red, and from 
the red inclined toward the white and the white inclined toward the 
red. The tenth power is composed of every color.14

Colors are presented here as a manifestation of the diversity of light. The 
author does not refer to color as the actual experience of the sefirot but rather 
as metaphors. The light represents God, and the spectrum of colors derived 
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from that light represents the diverse manifestations of God. Every color is 
associated with a specific sefirah associated with a particular godly trait.

The association between colors and the sefirot is further found in the 
idea that earthly phenomena have certain colors symbolic of certain sefirot. We 
find an example of this approach in a list of the sefirot and their signifying 
colors attributed to another thirteenth-century kabbalist, Joseph Gikatilla.15 
A unique feature of this text is that it attaches significance to the color yarok, 
which is understood to be the color of the sixth sefirah, tiferet, the sefirah that 
connects many of the other sefirot. Yarok is described as the color of nature, 
particularly the trees and plants. From these examples, it is apparent that 
the author renders the color term yarok as green. According to this approach, 
color is not just an abstract metaphor but rather an actual manifestation of 
God in the world, or at least a very concrete reminder of God.

The role of color in kabbalah extends beyond its theoretical function 
of providing knowledge of God. Like other kabbalistic symbols, colors also 
facilitate more practical or experiential interaction between human beings 
and God. Colors, as phenomena relatively easy to perceive, are an accessible 
departure point for further spiritual elevation. This may be achieved via vari
ous physical or imaginative practices. Where a particular color symbolizes a 
particular emanation, the color may be used in mystical practices involving 
that emanation. Such visual experiences can be real (physical) or imaginary.16 
Regarding the former, one might take the example of gazing at a candle flame 
and its colors; the latter, rolling the closed eyes17 or visualizing colors during 
prayer.18 Some of these practices are not included in the formal law, whereas 
others, especially the visualizing of colors during prayer, have entered the 
arena of Jewish observance.

Colors played a dual role in mystical experiences: they potentially pro-
vided both the means to achieve the mystical experience and the content or 
outcome of that experience. Seeing colors could be the point of departure 
for a spiritual experience that did not necessarily involve colors. Yet colors 
could constitute the experience itself, even if the experience was brought 
about by a technique that did not involve colors, such as the recitation of 
certain verses.

Regarding the historical context of techniques of visualization, Moshe 
Idel noted that while the association between colors and the sefirot exists in 
early kabbalistic texts, the visualization of colors, particularly in prayer, is 
not mentioned in kabbalistic texts before the late thirteenth century.19 He 
also suggested that in these techniques, the kabbalists might have been in-
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fluenced by Sufi circles.20 Jonathan Garb demonstrated the influence of these 
visualization techniques on sixteenth-century Palestinian kabbalah (which 
will be a focal point of Chapter 3).21

Sources that address colors as a system, such as those introduced in this 
section, do not always assign a unique role to the color blue or to tekhelet, 
while other sources do spotlight tekhelet. In the remaining part of this chap-
ter, I analyze medieval texts of Jewish mysticism that emphasize the special 
role of tekhelet. While many of these texts discuss tekhelet within the sys-
tem of the sefirot, others, including a number of cosmogonic texts, provide a 
different frame for its discussion.

Tekhelet and Cosmogony

The prominent role of colors in the process of creation, traditionally termed 
ma‘ase bereshit (lit., “act of creation”), seems to have been a medieval innova-
tion.22 Yet, we find a prominent ancient Jewish cosmogonic tradition reflected 
in a statement in the Babylonian Talmud about the green line (kav yarok) 
that surrounded the entire world prior to creation and was the origin of the 
darkness that preceded creation.23 This tradition later appears in Sefer yet-
sirah (Book of creation), an influential text whose dating in late antiquity 
remains an open question.

The role of color in the process of creation is particularly striking in the 
thirteenth-century kabbalistic work Ma‘ayan ha-ḥokhmah (Fountain of wis-
dom). This text is classified by scholars of kabbalah as a work associated with 
the Circle of Contemplation (Heb., Ḥug ha-iyyun), a mysterious group of mys-
tics who were approximately contemporaneous with the early masters of theo-
sophic kabbalah but developed a different theology. Gershom Scholem remarked 
that “this small book [Fountain of Wisdom] was always regarded by the kab-
balists as one of the most enigmatic works of their literature.”24 Accordingly, 
I will not attempt to extract a full picture from the unclear, often contradic-
tory, statements of that work. This is true of Fountain of Wisdom in general 
and of its approach to colors in particular.25 As Oded Porat has noted, although 
the basic color scheme of Fountain of Wisdom consists of five colors—black, 
white, red, green, and tekhelet—they are discussed in various structures 
and dynamics, with intricate interrelations. Hence, the book does not present 
a single, unified system of colors.26 One can nonetheless discern two signifi-
cant roles afforded to tekhelet in this complexity: it appears as a prominent 
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color in the primordial darkness, and it becomes the central color in the light 
after that darkness.

From the primordial darkness of the ether came two sources (Heb., me-
korot): darkness and light.27 The darkness, which was actually a second dark-
ness after the primordial darkness, consisted of three hues: yarok (which here 
might be yellow or green), tekhelet, and lavan (white). The light consisted 
of red and white. Hence, these two sources contained five colors (including 
black). The following quotation mentions these two sources, while elabo-
rating on the darkness, which is of special interest to us:

Know and comprehend that prior to all of these things that we have 
mentioned above there was only this ether, as we have already stated. 
It was obscured by two things, pertaining to two sources. From the 
first flowed an undefinable light, infinite and immeasurable. The flow 
was rapid like sparks that are produced simultaneously and disperse 
into many directions when the blacksmith wields his hammer. Af-
terward one spring was emanated from which emanated darkness. 
This darkness was mixed with three colors. The first was dark like 
dawn that is greenish. The second was a mixture of green and tekhe-
let, and the third was darkened white mixed with green, tekhelet, 
and red.28

Oded Porat suggests that the three kinds of darkness described here as part of 
the process of creation correspond to three manifestations of darkness within 
the daily cycle: the first, greenish, is explicitly likened to the dawn; the sec-
ond, a mixture of green and tekhelet, seems similar to the dark night; and the 
third, a mixture of green, tekhelet, and red, might be akin to the evening.29 
Apparently, these colors do not exist side by side but rather as successive stages 
of development, in which an additional color appears at each stage.

In this darkness stage of creation, tekhelet is preceded by yarok (green). 
Yarok exists from the beginning, whereas tekhelet joins only in the second 
stage. After discussing the colors of darkness, the author introduces “the 
Marvelous Light” (Or mufla), the first hue to stem from the darkness: “The 
first [of the ten hues] is the Marvelous Light, which has no color unto it-
self; nonetheless, it manifests the power of every color. It is like a mirror in 
which everything is seen, yet it possesses no color [of its own]. For the Mar-
velous Light receives the exchange from the Light That Is Darkened from 
Illuminating [ha-or ha-neḥshakh me-ha’ir]. It is the head of all the colors, even 
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though it does not possess a fixed color. It is similar to tekhelet.”30 This text 
compares the appearance of the “Marvelous Light” to tekhelet. That appear-
ance is said to have “no color unto itself ” and to be “a mirror in which 
everything is seen”; it is “the head of all the colors.” In this stage of creation, 
tekhelet becomes the most prominent of all colors.31

Notably, in Fountain of Wisdom, tekhelet and yarok are closely related. 
Both are considered primordial colors with a preeminent status. But whereas 
tekhelet is somewhat secondary to yarok in the context of darkness, yarok 
becomes secondary to tekhelet in the unfolding of the hues in later stages of 
reality.32 The prominent role of tekhelet as representing the source of being, 
as well as its function as a primal color from which other colors unfold, is 
even more striking in the context of the sefirot, to which we now turn.

Tekhelet Within the System of the Sefirot: Between 
Complexity and Nothingness

I will now return to the structure of the sefirot, the divine emanations ac-
cording to the kabbalah, and attempt to characterize the role of tekhelet in 
this construction. Different kabbalistic texts associated tekhelet with differ
ent sefirot, and some associated tekhelet with more than a single sefirah. For 
example, in a scheme of colors by the kabbalist David ben Yehudah he-Ḥasid, 
tekhelet is mentioned in association with three emanations: “Ḥokhmah, 
tekhelet of heaven . . . ​netzaḥ, white that tends to tekhelet . . . ​yesod, tekhelet 
that tends to black.”33 In this section, I will engage with the more prominent 
associations between tekhelet and two sefirot, each representing one extreme 
of the system: the second, ḥokhmah; and the tenth, malkhut.

Ḥokhmah, the second sefirah, has various characteristics in kabbalistic 
texts. It is presented as a primal source of existence; as such, that source is 
often described as an end. As the second sefirah, which is almost at the top 
of the hierarchy of divine potencies, ḥokhmah is the divine source from which 
all lower sefirot emanate. As the source of existence, it is also described as 
darkness that precedes creation.

All these characteristics of ḥokhmah fit the characteristics of tekhelet as 
presented in various medieval kabbalistic texts. Although Ma’ayan ha-ḥokhmah 
discussed above did not employ the terminology of the sefirot, it is significant 
that tekhelet is described there as darkness that is the source of other colors, 
just as ḥokhmah is the darkness from which all lower sefirot emanate. More 
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explicit are kabbalistic sources that associate ḥokhmah and tekhelet on the 
basis of these features. The aforementioned thirteenth-century Sha‘ar ha-
sho’el introduced an association between tekhelet and the second sefirah, 
ḥokhmah (wisdom).34 The author described tekhelet as the end (takhlit) of all 
colors, with no definite hue, and referred to the linguistic similarity be-
tween tekhelet and takhlit.35 The description of tekhelet as a color without 
any known hue is congruent with the characterization of ḥokhmah in kab-
balistic literature—that it is a primal source from which all other sefirot 
emanate. Tekhelet and ḥokhmah are linked in other medieval kabbalistic 
texts as well.36 We see another instance of the association between tekhelet 
and ḥokhmah in later manuscripts (fifteenth–seventeenth centuries) that list 
the sefirot along with their corresponding colors.37 Here is one example: “The 
color of ḥokhmah is as written: ‘A man’s wisdom lights up his face’ (Eccles. 
8:1). It is the end [takhlit] of the colors; it is like tekhelet, which is not a color, 
but the source [ko’aḥ] for every color.”38

Here, the association between tekhelet and ḥokhmah is similar to that 
of Sha‘ar ha-sho’el: tekhelet is explicitly described as the end (takhlit), as hav-
ing no hue, and as the source for all hues. Other manuscripts add another 
parallel structure, associating tekhelet and ḥokhmah with the first group of 
letters that played a role in the creation of the world, according to Sefer yet-
sirah.39 This highlights again the prominent role that tekhelet played in the 
creation of the world, its representation of the source of being, and its role 
as the primal color from which other colors emanate. Other manuscripts con-
nect tekhelet with ḥokhmah but state that tekhelet “unifies” all colors (rather 
than presenting it as a noncolor). This notion of unification is related to the 
fact that the tallit, the prayer shawl with strands of tekhelet attached, en-
wraps the body. The bodily organs are paralleled to the colors that symbol-
ize the sefirot.40

Notwithstanding the important association between tekhelet and 
ḥokhmah, the more common and influential association is between tekhelet 
and the last and lowest emanation, whose more familiar names are malkhut 
(kingdom or kingship), the shekhinah (divine presence), and Kenesset Yisrael 
(the unification of Israel—a representation of the entire Jewish people). The 
last sefirah is a central theme in kabbalistic texts because it serves as the junc-
tion between the divine system of the sefirot and the earthly, human world. 
Kabbalistic texts assembled the various characteristics of tekhelet from pre-
kabbalistic sources and attributed them to tekhelet as part of its embodiment 
of the last emanation.
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One can trace the association of tekhelet with malkhut to the earliest 
kabbalistic literature. In Sefer ha-bahir, considered one of the earliest kab-
balistic texts, there are two significant references to tekhelet. One describes 
tekhelet as divine wisdom, but it is not clear whether the text refers to the 
upper wisdom (ḥokhmah) or lower wisdom (malkhut) or to both of them.41 
The second reference is more clearly associated with malkhut:

What is the earth from which the heavens were graven? It is the 
Throne of the Blessed Holy One. It is a Precious Stone and the Sea 
of Wisdom. This parallels the tekhelet in the tsitsit. Rabbi Meir thus 
said: Why is tekhelet special among all other colors? Because tekhe-
let resembles the sea, the sea resembles the sky, and the sky re-
sembles the Throne of Glory. It is thus written (Exod. 24:10), “and 
they saw the God of Israel: under his feet there was the likeness of 
a pavement of sapphire, like the very sky for purity.” It is further-
more written (Ezek. 1:26), “the semblance of a throne, in appear-
ance like sapphire.”42

Based on Rabbi Meir’s phrase, this text parallels the “tekhelet of tsitsit” to a 
list of seemingly divine objects and phenomena: “the earth from which the 
heavens were graven,” “the Throne of Glory,” “a Precious Stone,” and “the 
Sea of Wisdom.” These objects and phenomena were also understood by later 
commentators as symbols of the last sefirah. If we accept this interpretation, 
then tekhelet was defined in the twelfth century as a symbol of the last ema-
nation of God.43

The association of tekhelet with malkhut becomes more decisive in later 
kabbalistic texts, such as the aforementioned work attributed to Gikatilla: “Know 
that the color which is the secret of tekhelet is the secret of Kenesset Yisrael, 
which is the secret of malkhut.”44 However, this text stresses that tekhelet is the 
inner aspect of malkhut, whereas its outer aspect is black. The inner aspect of 
malkhut seems to be what interacts with the other sefirot inside the Godhead, 
and the outer aspect is what interacts with power external to God, including 
forces of evil. This text’s conclusion is not accepted universally; in a Zoharic 
text (whose author might not have been distant in time or place from the author 
of the previous text), tekhelet is described as the outer aspect of malkhut rather 
than its inner aspect, which is associated with the color white.45

Of the various qualities attributed to malkhut in kabbalistic texts, in this 
section I will address a particular characteristic of malkhut: its nature as a 
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vessel that receives all the divine influx from emanations above it and subse-
quently transfers this influx to the earthly world. Hence, every distinct power 
of the Godhead is discernible in malkhut.46 An example of the association 
between tekhelet and malkhut by means of unification and inclusion can be 
found in the famous Torah commentary by Moses Naḥmanides (1194–1270). 
Naḥmanides noted the linguistic connection between the Hebrew word kol 
 which generally means “all,” with both tekhelet and malkhut.47 The word ,(כל)
kol is often associated with malkhut, representing its inclusion and unifi-
cation of the divine influx coming from all other sefirot. But the letters of 
the word kol (כל) are also part of the word tekhelet (תכלת), thereby repre-
senting the multifaceted quality of the color tekhelet, which unifies all 
other colors.48

As a vessel receiving divine energy from all the upper emanations, the sea 
is another important symbol of malkhut. Of all colors, tekhelet was the most 
suited to associations with the sea. Aside from the obvious resemblance of 
the hue, the tekhelet ḥillazon should have been a marine mollusk. Accord-
ingly, several sources note that tekhelet dye originates in the sea of malkhut.49 
The symbol of the sea, then, was a channel through which the material char-
acter of tekhelet influenced its kabbalistic character.

The linkage between tekhelet and malkhut through the quality of in-
clusion bears a certain similarity to the aforementioned association between 
tekhelet and ḥokhmah, which was also based on the quality of inclusion. But 
whereas malkhut includes all other sefirot as the final destination, ḥokhmah 
includes them as the departure point for the emanation process. The char-
acterization of tekhelet as the unification of all colors thus also fits the as-
sociation between tekhelet and ḥokhmah. Likewise, ḥokhmah and malkhut 
were both said in kabbalistic texts to have no hue of their own, which fits in 
with the description of tekhelet as a noncolor or as the endpoint for all 
colors.

What is the hue of the inclusion or the unification of all colors? The 
association between tekhelet and ḥokhmah corresponds to the linkage be-
tween tekhelet and the color black, introduced in Chapter 1.50 This asso-
ciation fits the two seemingly contradictory characterizations of tekhelet 
mentioned above. On the one hand, tekhelet is described as including all 
colors, just as the color black absorbs all colors. On the other hand, it is char-
acterized as having no color. This is similar to premodern perceptions, fa-
mously publicized by Leonardo da Vinci’s statement that “black is not a 
color.”51 The association between tekhelet, black, and the second sefirah also 
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fits the description of tekhelet as devoid of hue in the aforementioned text 
Sha‘ar ha-sho’el.52 Although that text did not ascribe a blackish hue to tekhe-
let, later commentators introduced black as the more probable option for 
the color of the second sefirah.53 By contrast, the text attributed to Gikatilla54 
presented tekhelet as the inner aspect of malkhut, and black the outer one. 
According to that text, then, tekhelet is not black. Neither is it green, which 
was associated with tiferet, the sixth sefirah. More probably, the author of that 
text thought that tekhelet was blue.

An inclusive compound color might have more than a single hue. Rather 
than reducing all colors to a single hue, some medieval authors imagined 
the opposite: that tekhelet shimmers in various hues.55 That identification 
is also associated with Rabbi Meir’s phrase, but this time with the com-
parison between tekhelet and sapphire, which was also considered to have 
a number of glittering hues, and therefore to contain many colors. In ac-
cordance with this characterization of malkhut as gathering the divine in-
flux or energy of the various upper sefirot, one may characterize malkhut as 
having diverse colors: the colors of judgment, such as red or black, as well 
as the colors of mercy, primarily white. In the list of sefirot and their corre-
sponding colors in Sha‘ar ha-sho’el quoted above, the author wrote that “the 
tenth power is composed of every color.”56 This statement depicts malkhut 
as gathering the divine influx of all the higher sefirot. However, this text 
did not associate tekhelet with malkhut, but rather with ḥokhmah, as noted 
above.

But tekhelet is not the only color that has been said to shine in various 
hues. Argaman, or purple, was also described as a compound color.57 For ex-
ample, the text on colors attributed to Gikatilla mentions tekhelet as one of 
the colors within the purple shade (argaman) of the sixth emanation, tife-
ret.58 The other colors are black, white, yarok (green?), yerakrak (yellow?), and 
red. In this example, the compound color is argaman, whereas tekhelet be-
comes one of the hues within it.

Tekhelet Within the System of the Sefirot: Between 
Judgment and Mercy

The characterization of malkhut as including the actions of all the sefirot above 
it is manifested especially in its dual quality of judgment and mercy—namely, 
the judicial and executive aspects of the Godhead, as well as the more giving 
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and forgiving aspects. Judgment operates primarily through the fifth sefirah, 
named din (judgment) or gevurah (strength). Mercy operates through the 
fourth or sixth sefirah; the fourth sefirah is named ḥesed (grace) or gedulah 
(grandeur), whereas the sixth sefirah is named tiferet (splendor) or raḥamim 
(mercy). Although these two seemingly contradictory forces are associated 
with different sefirot, they are combined together in malkhut. Malkhut is 
sometimes presented as a divine force oscillating between judgment and 
mercy, depending on human behavior. But malkhut is also presented as the 
synthetic force of a mild judgment—namely, a result of the operation of di-
vine judgment that was mitigated by divine mercy.

As we shall see, the color tekhelet is the ideal candidate for that sort of 
dual action because the blue hue can also be interpreted as dual. Blue is asso-
ciated with both fire and water. The fire annihilates, whereas the water puts 
out the fire. Both fire and water motifs are dual in and of themselves. Fire is 
used for warming and cooking but can also destroy. Water indeed extinguishes 
fire, thereby giving life, but water can also drown and annihilate. Moreover, 
every destructive force, when directed to one’s enemies, can be considered 
beneficial.

The duality of tekhelet appears in three linguistic associations between 
the word tekhelet and other words in Hebrew. The ancient midrash Sifre to 
Numbers links tekhelet with the death of the firstborn sons of the Egyptians 
and the drowning of the Egyptian soldiers in the sea, based on a linguistic 
association between the word tekhelet/תכלת and the Hebrew roots klh/כלה (de-
noting annihilation).59 Another ancient source, the Onkelos translation of 
the Bible into Aramaic, translates the Hebrew root for bereavement (škl/
 which is similar to tekhelet and takhlit, which is an end.60 ,(תכל) as takhal (שׁכּל
According to that association, tekhelet is an end, a final terminus, emblem-
atic of the divine powers of destruction and death. This midrashic motif 
reverberates in the Zohar, a major text of medieval kabbalah.61 Other Zo-
haric texts introduce a third linguistic association that conveys a sense of 
threat: between the word tekhelet/תכלת and the Hebrew root akl/אכל, which 
denotes consuming and devouring fire.62

Why is tekhelet associated with destruction? The ancient texts, as well 
as some of the medieval ones, highlight only the linguistic similarity, but 
other medieval interpretations suggest more visual explanations. One text 
represents tekhelet as the fire that devoured the sacrifices of the Israelites 
(which is actually a good annihilation, as it signifies that God is willing to 
accept the sacrifice).63 Apparently, this identification of tekhelet with a de-
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vouring fire was based not only on the annihilating function of tekhelet but 
also on the natural phenomenon of blue fire.64

The Talmudic phrase that “all colors bode well in a dream except the 
color tekhelet” (b. Ber. 57b) also represents tekhelet as threatening, and it is 
later quoted by the Zohar. The reason for tekhelet’s characterization in the 
Talmud as threatening remains unclear. Perhaps Rabbi Meir’s statement 
likening tekhelet to the sea, the sky, and the Throne of Glory is an indi-
rect source for understanding tekhelet as threatening; tekhelet may be 
threatening because God’s Throne can be also seen as the judge’s seat in a 
courtroom. These two sources are linked in a Zoharic text quoted by later 
kabbalists:

Tekhelet is the throne from which capital cases are judged; for 
there is a throne from which civil cases are judged and a throne 
from which capital cases are judged. Consequently, all colors bode 
well in a dream except the color tekhelet,65 since one realizes that 
his soul is being arraigned in judgment, and when the soul is 
judged, the body is sentenced to destruction—that dream needs 
great mercy.
Tekhelet is the Throne, of which is written, “a flashing fire and a 
radiance surrounding it” (Ezek. 1:4)—because with it, windings are 
wound to tsitsit, and when it attains a radiance it turns green, the 
color of leeks. From that moment begins the time of reciting 
the Shema,66 since the color tekhelet changes from what it was. 
Therefore, it is forbidden to try capital cases at night because the 
color tekhelet rules at that time and permission is granted to snatch 
a soul without justice, since justice does not rule at that time.
When morning arrives and the right above arouses,67 that light ra-
diates and reaches this tekhelet, which changes from what it was. 
Then another throne reigns over it, cleaving to it in holiness. From 
that moment on is the time for reciting the Shema.68

This Zoharic text appears in the context of the biblical verses that mention 
the dyes of the Tabernacle. The association of tekhelet with a throne, which 
opens the quotation, follows Rabbi Meir’s statement. But this text further 
elucidates that the Throne of God is also the seat of judgment. Initially, the 
Throne is described as ruling over a court of capital cases, and the appear-
ance of tekhelet in a dream signals to the dreamer that he or she is currently 
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under trial. Later, the Throne is identified with the throne mentioned in 
Ezekiel’s vision of the chariot, an identification also implicitly based on the 
Talmudic association between tekhelet, sapphire, and the Throne of Glory 
discussed above.

Tekhelet is identified in this Zoharic text with both the Throne and the 
radiance of flashing fire that surrounds it. Over the course of the text, it un-
dergoes a transformation from a threat to a source of relief. According to 
this passage, a form of harsh divine judgment lacking in justice, symbolized 
here by a dark tekhelet, is active at night; when daylight comes, the color of 
tekhelet changes to green. This process might reflect the mixing of blue with 
the yellow of the sun. That is, yellow is the moderating color, and the re-
sulting green is the moderated tekhelet. The transformation of hues expresses 
both the dawning of daylight and the softening of divine judgment: after 
sunrise, divine grace is activated and the divine leadership changes from judg-
ment to mercy, shifting from a dark tekhelet to a lighter green hue. Al-
though the quoted text lacks any explicit reference to the last emanation and 
its association with tekhelet, it implicitly connects several symbols of that 
sefirah in a way typical of the Zoharic language in which the symbolic as-
sociations take place.69 Notably, in this text, the Zohar attributes a visual 
character to the threatening force of tekhelet. Tekhelet is active in the dark-
ness of the night and seems to be associated with a dark hue.

To further complicate matters, tekhelet is not only a manifestation of 
divine judgment; it is also linked with the power of mercy that attenuates 
such judgment. While the association of tekhelet with blue fire shaped it as 
an expression of harsh judgment, it is also linked with the water that di-
minishes this fire, casting it as an element of mercy that mollifies the severe 
judgment. Another Zoharic text elaborates on this issue. The midrashic con-
text of this text is again the dyes required for the Tabernacle. The Zohar moves 
the discussion to the water motif when introducing the marine origin of 
tekhelet: “Tekhelet (Exod. 25:4). Rabbi Yitsḥak said, ‘Tekhelet is from that 
fish [nuna, in the Aramaic original] of the Sea of Ginnosar, which is in the 
share of Zebulun. This color was needed for the making of the Dwelling, so 
that this color could be made manifest.’ ”70

Most of the previously quoted texts in this chapter implicitly referred 
to the visual aspect of tekhelet, its hue. The water motif, however, intro-
duces a material property of tekhelet into the discussion—namely, that it is 
derived from the sea, from a marine mollusk (according to the rabbinic re-
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quirement). Although the Zohar uses the word nuna, the Aramaic word for 
fish, the marine ḥillazon is clearly the referent.

This association between tekhelet and water leads the Zohar to a teach-
ing about the role of tekhelet on the second day of creation, on which God 
created the water. The teaching begins by describing the first three days of 
creation. The first day is characterized by divine grace, the second day by 
divine judgment (hell was created on that day), and the third day is a syn-
thesis of grace and judgment. But there was already an aspect of judgment 
on the first day and an aspect of grace on the second day. The water of the 
second day actually originated on the first day (water is a symbol of grace), 
but it was colored tekhelet, which is considered the “seat of judgment” (as 
described in the Zoharic text quoted above).71 Note the part of the following 
text that describes tekhelet: “This tekhelet on the second day was tinged 
with other colors: red and black. Tekhelet (Exod. 25:4)—red comes to it 
from the second day itself, corresponding to the color of fire, and this is 
Elohim.72 It inherits the color gold, for all is one color. Tekhelet emerges 
from that color red. When it descends, the red plunges deep into the place 
that is the sea and is dyed with the hue tikhla; that red enters the sea and its 
hue is diluted and turns tikhla, and this is Elohim, though not as harsh as 
the first one.”73

This text actually distinguishes between the entity tekhelet (or tkhelta) 
and the hue tikhla. It is unclear what exactly tekhelet is in this textual context—
whether it refers to the sefirah malkhut or the dye—but it is quite clear that tikhla 
is a hue that is attributed to that entity, a hue that is perhaps blue but defi-
nitely neither red nor black. According to the text, tekhelet was initially 
colored with black and red hues, symbolic of divine judgment (also associ-
ated with the color of gold) on the second day of creation.74 However, when 
tekhelet “descends” (a dynamic that supports the understanding of tekhelet 
as malkhut that emanated from the upper sefirot), its red hue is attenuated 
and the tekhelet hue appears. The color black is also separated from red in 
this process. The process described is thus a myth of differentiation of the 
various aspects of judgment: black becomes the hue of the forces of evil; red 
is the color of harsh judgment associated with the fifth sefirah; and tikhla 
becomes the hue of tekhelet, which is positioned as the last sefirah and has a 
quality of mild judgment. The attenuating operation of the mild judgment 
is symbolized by a process by which the red fire of judgment is chilled or put 
out by the cooler water of the sea.
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As noted above, the water attribute does not represent divine mercy alone 
but rather has a dual character. In another Zoharic passage, the water of the 
sea is presented as both the water that saved the Israelites after the sea was 
split and the water in which the Egyptians were drowned.75 In this text, 
tekhelet is both perilous and protective.

Kabbalistic symbolism also manifests important mythical aspects in the 
personification of the divine emanations. The last emanation, with its other 
name, shekhinah, is portrayed as a divine presence that is close to human be-
ings in general and to the Israelites in particular. It is the divine persona 
that escorts and protects the Israelites throughout their history.76 That sort 
of characterization suits the pre-kabbalistic depiction of tekhelet as the force 
that struck the Egyptians, thereby saving the Israelites. It also fits the pro-
tective role of tekhelet as a cover to the Ark of the Covenant, as both the 
Ark and its tekhelet cover escorted the Israelites in their journey from Egypt 
to Canaan.

Seeing Tekhelet: Rabbi Meir’s Path

More than any other color, tekhelet is described as inviting human contem-
plation. In this respect, too, tekhelet is fit to be associated with malkhut 
because malkhut is often characterized as the obvious object of human refer-
ence to the Godhead. As the emanation closest to human beings, malkhut is 
depicted in kabbalistic texts as the channel through which prayers go up-
ward, as well as the object of prayers. However, as we will soon see, the as-
sociation of tekhelet with visions of the divine goes beyond the context of 
the sefirot.

In this section and those that follow, I will elaborate on interpretations 
of texts involving the seeing of tekhelet. These writings, philosophical and 
mystical alike, might have had various purposes: documenting personal ex-
periences, guiding others, and interpreting texts. Following Elliot Wolfson, 
I assume that very often these interpretations involve visual experiences.77

Rabbi Meir’s statement likening tekhelet to other earthly and divine phe-
nomena is perhaps the primary source associated with the vision of tekhe-
let.78 In all its versions, the statement introduces a connection between the 
earthly and the divine tekhelet. The chain of homologies can be understood 
as both a phenomenological comparison and as inducing action—practically 
leading the worshiper from the tekhelet thread of the tsitsit, through the 
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sea, to the divine. Additionally, the chain can be seen as the theory behind 
the practice of gazing at the tekhelet thread of the tsitsit or the detailed in-
structions for the performance of this act. One might even speculate that 
this chain was a mystical technique: by gazing at the color tekhelet, one shifts 
focus from one phenomenon to another, ultimately beholding divine enti-
ties. But which, exactly, is the tekhelet-colored divine entity that the wor-
shiper is invited to experience? Each of the numerous answers to that question 
develops a different concept of the color tekhelet. Moreover, some of the 
sources do not refer to the tekhelet of tsitsit as the earthly manifestation of 
tekhelet. Rather, they refer to other earthly manifestations of the color blue, 
such as a candle flame, as we will see below.

The association between wearing the tekhelet thread of the tsitsit and 
seeing divine entities, which is more than just a similarity of appearance, 
was introduced hundreds of years before medieval kabbalistic texts. The an-
cient midrash Sifre to Numbers offers Rabbi Meir’s statement as the basis for 
the claim that “whoever carries out the religious duty of wearing show-fringes 
is credited as if he had received the face of the presence of God [shekhinah].”79 
It should be emphasized that the term shekhinah in the context of this mi-
drash does not necessarily refer to one of the manifestations of God himself, 
as is the case in medieval kabbalistic sources; it can also be an inferior power. 
In addition, although gazing at the tekhelet thread of the tsitsit is comparable 
to gazing at the shekhinah, we do not know whether the shekhinah, the divine 
entity itself, has any connection to the color tekhelet.

We find a sharper statement about the tekhelet color of the divine enti-
ties on the basis of Rabbi Meir’s statement in the Hekhalot literature, which 
contains visionary depictions of the upper realms and guidelines for spiri-
tual ascension to those realms. Although this literature is from late antiq-
uity, it is considered a major component of early Jewish mysticism, which 
significantly influenced medieval kabbalah. In Hekhalot zutarti, the Throne 
of Glory is likened to the sea and to the color tekhelet: “And the throne of 
glory stands upon the four living creatures, and the likeness of the throne is 
the likeness of the firmament, and the firmament is like the water of the 
sea, and the water of the sea is like tekhelet, and the tekhelet is sapphire.”80

The chain of comparison here is similar to Rabbi Meir’s, but in the 
opposite direction: where Rabbi Meir begins with the tekhelet thread of 
the tsitsit and ascends to the Throne of Glory, Hekhalot zutarti begins with the 
Throne of Glory and descends to tekhelet.81 The Hekhalot text does not seem 
to necessarily guide the worshiper in spiritual ascension but rather attempts 
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to describe the upper worlds to the mystic, perhaps as an introduction to a 
future journey. Clearly, the appearance of the Throne of Glory is the color 
tekhelet, and this visual experience is associated with a possible mystical jour-
ney. That is, the text talks about the possibility of beholding divine entities 
colored tekhelet.

The notion that tekhelet is primarily the color of a divine entity also ap-
pears in a version of Rabbi Meir’s statement documented in Midrash tehilim.82 
According to this source, “from his glory he delivered to his worshipers—
this is tekhelet, as it is written that ‘to make for themselves fringes . . . ​let 
them attach a cord of tekhelet to the fringe at each corner’ (Num. 15:38).” 
Namely, tekhelet is an element of God’s glory that was delivered to the earthly 
creatures through the tsitsit. Tekhelet is first and foremost an aspect of God; 
the earthly tekhelet is a residue of the divine tekhelet.

What is the aspect of the divine described as tekhelet? While Hekhalot 
zutarti states that the Throne of Glory itself has a tekhelet color, other sources 
present a different opinion, such as the following text from the medieval mi-
drash Numbers Rabba:

R. Nathan said: Precious in God’s sight was the construction of the 
ark even as that of the Throne of Glory in heaven. . . . ​When [Is-
rael] set forward they spread over [the ark] neither a cloth of purple 
nor of scarlet but a cloth of pure tekhelet. Why? Because tekhelet 
is like the sea, and the sea is like the sky, and the sky is like the 
Throne of Glory; as it says: “And above the firmament that was over 
their heads was the likeness of a throne, as the appearance of sap-
phire stone” (Ezek. 1:26). This is to teach you that the ark was like 
the Throne of Glory. And the reason the expression “of pure tekhe-
let” was used in connection with it is because it was in every way 
like it. Now because the ark was like it, the cloth of tekhelet was on 
top, facing forward the sky, which resembled it.83

This text seems to present an affinity between the tekhelet appearance of 
the earthly cover of the Ark (Num. 4:6) and the tekhelet appearance of the 
heavens below the Throne of Glory. The affinity is mirror-like: in the earthly 
realm, the cover is above the covered entity; in the divine realm, the cover is 
below. As in previous texts, we do not know the relation between the Throne 
of Glory and God himself—whether the Throne is an aspect of the God-
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head (as in the passage from the Zohar quoted in the previous section)84 or 
a lower entity within the system of divine entities. Regardless, we know that 
Numbers Rabba attributes tekhelet not to the Godhead but to something in-
ferior. Whereas the text from Hekhalot zutarti can be interpreted as stating 
that tekhelet is the color of the Throne of Glory itself, Numbers Rabba seems to 
take one step back and attribute the color tekhelet to the cover of the Throne 
rather than the Throne itself. Accordingly, in Hekhalot zutarti, tekhelet re-
veals something of the appearance of the Throne; but in Numbers Rabba, 
the tekhelet cover hides the sacred rather than revealing it.

Among the works of the Hasidei Ashkenaz, medieval German Jewish 
pietists, we find a far-reaching interpretation of Rabbi Meir’s statement. 
Moshe Idel noted that tekhelet appears in the writings of thirteenth-century 
Neḥemiah ben Shlomo, “the prophet” of Erfurt.85 In some of his refer-
ences, Neḥemiah quoted Rabbi Meir’s phrase that “tekhelet is like unto the 
sea.” One of these references is a hitherto unknown version of Rabbi Meir’s 
phrase, which added at the end “and the Throne of Glory is like the Lord” 
(kono shel olam).86 Whether this addition comes from an ancient version cen-
sored in later editions, or whether it is an innovation by Neḥemiah himself, 
this is a far-reaching statement—it hints not only at the lower level of the 
Throne of Glory but the color of God himself. Although Neḥemiah opposes 
attributing an actual tekhelet hue to God (rather, he characterizes God as 
using the appearance of tekhelet), he still associates tekhelet with entities 
above the Throne of Glory and closer to God.87 Neḥemiah, then, goes be-
yond ancient rabbinic texts in associating tekhelet with the upper realms.88

If we assume that Rabbi Meir’s statement hints at a spiritual experience, 
catching sight of divine entities, a question can be introduced about the do-
main in which this experience takes place: Is it in the physical world, or in 
the realm of imagination? The continuity established by the chain of com-
parison between the lower entities and the upper ones also encourages us to 
understand the relevant experience as taking place in the physical world rather 
than in the imagination of the mystic.89 In that respect, for example, Idel sug-
gested that the prophet Neḥemiah experienced direct vision of upper entities 
in a particular moment when veiling entities, such as the curtain, uncovered 
the upper entities.90

However, the vision of tekhelet in the upper realms, especially in con-
junction with the Throne of Glory, was not necessarily associated with Rabbi 
Meir’s statement or with actual experiences of looking at bluish objects and 
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phenomena. The next section addresses visions of a different sort, which take 
place in the mystic’s imagination.

Seeing Tekhelet: Envisioning Ezekiel’s Chariot

We find visions of tekhelet, among other colors, in medieval commentaries 
and speculations on the chariot vision in Ezekiel 1, which include visions of 
the Throne of Glory. As noted above, following Wolfson, I assume that these 
interpretations involve real experiences. Regarding Ezekiel’s chariot, the 
visions seem to be purely imaginary, rather than real and physical.91

Colors are mentioned often in these commentaries; they are used to 
describe several components of the divine system of the chariot, such as 
the various lights, fires, angels, and the Throne of Glory. In addition to the 
Throne of Glory, which had the appearance of sapphire (Ezek. 1:26, 10:1), 
other components described in that vision, such as the ḥashmal (Ezek. 1:4), 
were described with reference to colors in general, and tekhelet or blue in 
particular. These texts often incorporate ancient material such as the Hek-
halot literature and Sefer yetsirah.

Sa‘adia Gaon addressed colors in the chariot vision in his ninth-century 
commentary on the aforementioned Sefer yetsirah (Book of creation; Kitab 
al-mabadi). This commentary includes a list of colors seen by the prophet 
Ezekiel during his vision of the chariot. These colors are blue, red, yellow, 
black, and white.92 Bluish hues appear twice in this passage. The first occur-
rence, “an appearance of a blue hue” (lawn zarka, in the Arabic original), is 
associated with the enigmatic ḥashmal. The second one, “a bluish fire,” is 
the color of the body of the animals, and here Sa‘adia uses the word kaḥol, 
which seems to refer to the color of kohl, which is blue-black-gray. “Sap-
phire,” however, is not associated with blue by Sa‘adia but rather with white.93 
Natasha Zabolotnaya has suggested that Sa‘adia’s choice for the system of 
colors reflects a merging of rabbinic tradition, early Jewish mysticism, and 
Greco-Arabic philosophy.94

Rabbi Eleazar of Worms (d. c. 1234), a major figure in the Hasidei Ash-
kenaz group of medieval pietists, related to Sa‘adia’s commentary on Sefer 
yetsirah but with a significant change in the system of colors. In Sa‘adia’s com-
mentary the term ḥashmal, which appears to be a kind of fire, was associated 
with blue (Arabic, lawn zarka); but in Rabbi Eleazar’s writings, several opin-
ions are presented. One opinion associates the ḥashmal with the term yarok, 
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usually understood as green rather than blue.95 In other texts, Rabbi Eleazar 
characterizes ḥashmal using another term that refers to a shade of green—
yerakrak (ירקרק). Elsewhere, he states explicitly that tekhelet is not the color 
of ḥashmal but rather the color of the darkness of water around the radiance 
of the ḥashmal fire.96 Rabbi Eleazar thus replaces both blue and tekhelet (even 
if these terms do not denote the same color) with yarok. This replacement 
should be understood as part of the relative importance that he assigns to 
the terms yarok and yerakrak, terms that denote greenish hues. Another ex-
ample can be found in his commentary to (or paraphrase of) Sa‘adia’s Book 
of Beliefs and Opinions, in which the list of colors is copied but amended: yel-
lowness (tsafra) is replaced by yerakrak.97 This change supports the possibil-
ity that the color of ḥashmal, according to Rabbi Eleazar, is not blue but 
yellow-green.

Rabbi Eleazar of Worms’s marginalization of the colors blue and tekhe-
let as compared with yarok should be understood in the context of the more 
general prominence of the color green in medieval Jewish esoteric traditions. 
Asi Farber-Ginat, who has studied thirteenth-century Jewish esoteric tradi-
tions of the chariot from both Ashkenaz and Spain, has pointed out the 
prominence of the color green in those traditions: it is the major color of 
the rainbow (with red and white being the other basic colors) and can also 
be interpreted as signifying the external color of the shekhinah.98 The source 
of the prominence of the color green in those traditions, Farber-Ginat sug-
gested, was not necessarily the traditions of the rainbow but rather the above-
mentioned Ashkenazi chariot traditions. But it is also possible that both 
traditions were part of a broader prominence of yarok in medieval Ashkenaz, 
as discussed in Chapter 1.99

The references to tekhelet in visions of the Throne of Glory sometimes 
emphasized tekhelet and, at other times, marginalized it. Thus, it was “up-
graded” to entities above the Throne, as in the interpretation of Neḥemiah 
of Erfurt; at other times, it was replaced by yarok and yerakrak and “down-
graded” to entities below the Throne, as in the darkness surrounding the 
ḥashmal in Eleazar of Worms’s paraphrase of Sa‘adia. Yet it seems that, in both 
directions, tekhelet plays the role of a mediatory layer between human beings 
and divine entities. Thus, a mediatory component, be it a curtain, the ḥashmal, 
or a darkness surrounding the ḥashmal, plays a dual role of both veiling and 
unveiling upper divine entities.100

The concept of the curtain, with its various names that are not always 
easily distinguishable—yeri’ah, pargod, parokhet—features prominently in the 
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esoteric writings of Hasidei Ashkenaz, the Jewish mystics of the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries.101 As an object, the curtain serves to conceal di-
vine entities; as a site, it is a place on which divine entities are inscribed 
and displayed. Indeed, it is upon these covers that the Kavod, the divine 
glory, is revealed.102 The concept of the curtain is particularly related to 
tekhelet because in Num. 4:6, tekhelet is presented as the cloth covering the 
Holy Ark.

Seeing Tekhelet: Gazing at the Candle Flame

Let us return to the experiences of the divine caused by physically gazing at 
colors (rather than imagining colors). We find a well-known example of such 
a practice in the Zoharic text with which Scholem concluded his ground-
breaking essay about colors, a teaching describing the appearance of colors 
in a candle flame, in which tekhelet is preeminent.103 That teaching is loaded 
with meanings; here, I will limit myself to a few interesting characteriza-
tions of tekhelet.

The Zohar begins the discussion as follows: “Whoever desires to pen-
etrate the wisdom of holy unification should contemplate the flame ascend-
ing from a glowing ember or a burning candle.”104 Then the Zohar explains 
what is actually seen when contemplating the flame. The basic appearance is 
of two colors that are visible in a flame: an upper white light and a lower 
light whose hue is tekhelet or black. The upper light symbolizes the sixth 
emanation, tiferet, and the emanations above malkhut. The lower light sym-
bolizes malkhut. The Zohar emphasizes that while the upper light is stable 
and unchanging, the lower light is sometimes tekhelet-black but sometimes 
red. That statement reflects the dynamic character of malkhut. Following the 
differentiation between the upper and the lower light, the Zohar goes on to 
characterize tekhelet as having a dual action. On the one hand, tekhelet per-
forms the destructive function of malkhut, the annihilating force of the fire 
of God toward all that lies below it, as the flame of the altar annihilates the 
sacrifice. On the other hand, tekhelet is the gate to mystical attachment for 
all creatures below it (the very same creatures likely to suffer from its de-
structive power). When the people of Israel connect themselves with the 
tekhelet of the lower part of the flame, that color connects with the upper 
color of the flame, thereby establishing unity between malkhut (tekhelet) and 
tiferet (white). That dual action of tekhelet among the colors—annihilating 
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and attaching—is similar to the dual action of malkhut in the system of 
sefirot. Notably, this text presents several features of tekhelet discussed above, 
connecting them to parallel features of malkhut: the shifting of appearances, 
the inherent tension between attachment and annihilation, and the intimate 
connection to the people of Israel.

In Sefer ha-ḥeshek, a handbook for the attainment of mystical experience 
authored by the renowned mystic Abraham Abulafia (1240–1291),105 we may 
discern a more systematic approach to the technique of seeing tekhelet in a 
candle flame.106 Admittedly, colors do not play a notable role in Abulafia’s 
works—in one of his texts, he even writes that contemplation of lights 
is not the supreme mystical technique; he favors practices involving the let-
ters of the Hebrew alphabet.107 However, his reference to tekhelet is notable 
in the context of mystical experiences.108 While Sefer ha-ḥeshek is difficult to 
decipher, it contains several references to tekhelet. Abulafia refers to tekhe-
let as a particular color seen when contemplating a fire flame, a technique 
that he provides to acquire mystical experience. He writes that the color of 
the blood of the heart is tekhelet, which is also the color of the blood of the 
ḥillazon (recall that the secretion of the ḥillazon was described as its “blood”), 
and it is the first color seen in a flame.109 By seeing tekhelet, according to 
Abulafia, one sees the Throne of Glory—a notion clearly based on Rabbi 
Meir’s comparison. Visions of this kind are enabled by tekhelet because tekhe-
let is not a real color but rather a “likeness of a color.” It is hard to know 
what Abulafia means by a “likeness of a color” that is not a color. Perhaps it 
means a transparent appearance: Abulafia writes that tekhelet does not in-
terfere with the vision, whereas one can conclude that other colors mediate 
and interfere with visions. But Abulafia also states that tekhelet takes on 
the appearance of brightness (zaharurit, זהרורית). In addition, he notes that the 
letters constituting the word ḥillazon (חלזון) are the same as those of the term 
“to the vision” (la-ḥazon, לחזון), or “teach the vision” (lamed ḥazon, למ“ד חזון), 
albeit in a different order. That is, the letters associated with tekhelet hint 
at its visional quality.

Seeing Tekhelet: The Secret of the Tsitsit

Kabbalistic discussions of tekhelet sometimes appear as part of the kabbal-
istic genre of elaborations on the mystical meanings of particular command-
ments, and, within this genre, they are known as ta‘amei ha-mitsvot, under 
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the sections on the commandment of the tsitsit. Gazing at the tekhelet thread 
of the tsitsit fulfills an explicit requirement of the Torah. In this section, I 
will briefly discuss two examples of medieval kabbalistic texts that elaborate 
on gazing at the tekhelet thread of the tsitsit, following the biblical require-
ment to do so in Num. 15:38–40. I will also provide a relevant image.

One manuscript begins by stating, following the biblical commandment, 
that the purpose of the tsitsit is to help one to remember God and his com-
mandments, and then continues to tie together some of the disparate motifs 
mentioned above.110 The threads of the tsitsit are described as visual symbols 
connecting heaven and earth: they go down from the second sefirah, ḥokhmah, 
to the earthly world. Rabbi Meir’s statement is quoted to introduce the op-
posite direction, from the earthly realms to the divine Throne of Glory, and 
from there to other divine entities, particularly sefirah ḥokhmah. The threads 
connecting heaven and earth are applied in the context of divine judgment 
as well: the judgment is described as going up and down. Hence, the vertical 
appearance of the threads of the tsitsit is supposed to remind the worshiper 
of the vertical road of ascension to the celestial realm, as well as the descent 
of divine forces to operate in this world.

The appearance of tekhelet as a thread was used by other kabbalistic texts 
that highlighted the mnemonic function of the tsitsit, presented in the bib-
lical demand “recall all the commandments of the Lord” (Num. 15:39). Ac-
cording to some texts, when one sees the color tekhelet, he is reminded of 
the divine judgment not only due to the color but also because of the simi-
larity of the thread to two other threatening images: a serpent and a whip.111 
The thread is likened, in some of these texts, to the biblical image of the 
curative bronze serpent placed by Moses on a pole when the people were 
plagued by vipers (Num. 21:4–9). According to the Zoharic interpretation, 
seeing the serpent calls to mind one’s sins (probably because in Genesis, a 
snake is associated with sin). The visual image of the thread is then likened 
to a whip. When one sees a whip, he becomes aware of the danger of being 
hit and immediately improves his behavior. The Zoharic author adds the vi-
sual associations of a whip to the biblical demand to look at the threads.

From an image (Figure 6 in the color plates) included in a manuscript 
of the work Or ha-sekhel (Light of the intellect), also by Abraham Abulafia, 
we can perhaps detect aspirations to use the tekhelet of the tsitsit to attain 
mystical experiences.112 In this representation, a man is wearing a white gar-
ment, phylacteries, and a prayer shawl with blue fringes. I do not know whether 
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this image reflects a historical reality in which tsitsit with blue threads 
were once worn, notwithstanding the disappearance of the tekhelet dye, or 
whether it is an idealized representation. We can conclude, however, that in 
the mid-to-late fifteenth century, the hue of tekhelet was understood as blue. 
Moreover, the editors of the catalog of the Hebrew manuscripts of the Vatican 
library noted that the location of the image is not coincidental; it is facing 
instructions for meditation that demand the wearing of white clothes, phy-
lacteries, and tsitsit. Had the fringes of the prayer shawl been painted in 
white, it would have better suited the requirement to wear white clothes. The 
decision to depict the fringes in blue might hint at the importance attributed 
to the blue fringes by followers of Abulafia. And, as noted in the previous 
section, Abulafia indeed gave the color tekhelet a role in his guidelines for 
meditation, although he was referring to the blue color of a candle flame 
and not ritual fringes.

Conclusion

In Blue: The History of a Color, Michel Pastoureau argues that the color blue 
became popular in western European culture between the eleventh and 
fourteenth centuries. This rise in popularity was due to, or at least reflected 
by, the rise of the twelfth-century cult of the Virgin Mary, with her blue 
garments.113 In controversial studies, two eminent scholars of kabbalah ar-
gued for a connection between the twelfth-century Marian cult and the con-
temporaneous rise of the feminine personification of the Godhead in the 
kabbalah, the shekhinah.114 We have seen that the most significant color asso-
ciated with the shekhinah was blue. There are even texts presenting the shekhinah 
dressed in blue in the manner of the Virgin Mary.115 It would be erroneous to 
conclude from these connections alone, however, that the connection in kab-
balistic texts between the shekhinah and the color blue was influenced by the 
western European Marian cult. In the Jewish context, the color blue did not 
gain in popularity per se during the Middle Ages, since it had played a no-
table and unique role as early as the Hebrew Bible. Furthermore, as noted 
above, Rabbi Meir’s statement had a considerable influence on the character 
of tekhelet in Jewish mystical literature, as did visual symbols that connected 
tekhelet to the sefirah malkhut—such as the sea, which is both blue and a vessel 
to receive water.
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What does seem to be a medieval novelty, however, is the systematic ap-
proach to color, as well as the understanding of colors as abstract entities, 
and even as representations of divine entities. This conceptualization is most 
striking in Jewish mystical texts, in contrast to hermeneutical, legalistic, and 
scientific texts that approached colors as attributes of physical phenomena. 
Yet in this mystical context, there is no single way to position tekhelet within 
the divine system, and no single way of characterizing its qualities. Tekhelet 
is portrayed as a complex concept that manifests in a variety of ways.

Tekhelet is frequently characterized as a color with contradictory quali-
ties in antiquity as well as in medieval times. Some texts presented tekhelet 
as a color of spiritual elevation, whereas others depicted it as a portent of 
danger. Some associated tekhelet with the initial stages of creation, and others 
with later stages. Some texts connected tekhelet with divine grace, while 
others linked it to divine judgment. However, in their systematic approach 
to colors, medieval texts took a step beyond their ancient forebears. The con-
tradictory qualities found earlier in disparate texts were consciously com-
bined, constituting an explicit concept of duality or contradiction, a color of 
opposites. Such characterization is most striking when applied to the last 
sefirah, malkhut, which also carries a dualistic or contradictory quality. The 
last sefirah is depicted as receiving the contradictory forces of judgment and 
mercy; it is also described as a sapphire stone, glimmering in various hues. 
Thus, contradiction became an inherent feature of tekhelet.

Tekhelet was not only a color of contradictions but also played a dual 
role of mediation: it both separated and integrated opposites. Tekhelet was 
described as the point of transition between light and darkness and between 
the earthly and the divine. The association of tekhelet with the last sefirah, 
also characterized as a mediating entity, intensified these features.

One significant manifestation of mediation is the presentation of tekhe-
let as a curtain covering divine entities such as the Throne of Glory, follow-
ing the biblical description of the tekhelet curtain (parokhet) that covered 
the Ark of the Covenant. In addition to playing a dual role of both separation 
and connection, the curtain plays another dual role—it both conceals and 
reveals. It conceals the covered entity but reveals through the appearance of 
the cover.

How did kabbalists regard the use of color meditation as compared with 
other mystical techniques? Did they consider it a desirable practice? Did they 
conceive of it as a universal method, or as suitable only for a select few? In 
general, colors are accessible phenomena, yet they have an abstract character 
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that seems appropriate for the representation of higher aspects of the God-
head. Thus, guidelines to visualize colors or gaze at colored objects and 
phenomena were sometimes favored as a substitute for visualization of the 
sefirot themselves116 in a culture that introduced restrictions on visionary 
experiences, such as the prohibition on gazing at the shekhinah.117 At the 
same time, visualizing colors was also considered an esoteric technique that 
should be transmitted orally (rather than in written form) and only to those 
with sufficient spiritual stature. And some practitioners, such as Abraham 
Abulafia, deemed the contemplation of colors a relatively inferior mystical 
technique.

Was tekhelet the foremost color associated with the divine? From Rabbi 
Meir’s comparison, it seems that it was. However, in texts discussing cre-
ation and the vision of the chariot of Ezekiel, yarok or yerakrak seems to take 
precedence, whereas tekhelet is downgraded to a secondary status. Still, in 
the context of the human experience—namely, as the color through which 
one meditates and acts—tekhelet seems to be considered the dominant color. 
But the question of the relative status of colors is far from simple. The rela-
tionship between tekhelet and yarok is hard to pin down because references 
to these colors are not detailed enough to allow clear conclusions. We have 
already seen this in the writings of commentators and rabbis,118 and the mysti-
cal texts do not make it easier to understand. Even if we assume that tekhelet 
denotes bluish hues and yarok represents greenish hues, the fact that blue and 
green are similar complicates matters because each color term can denote 
colors that are also associated with the other color term.

While the physical appearance of the color tekhelet seems to have been 
known to Jews of antiquity, this was not the case in medieval times. The 
appearance of tekhelet was an enigma for some medieval authors. Possibly, 
the unavailability of tekhelet made this color obscure, puzzling the biblical 
commentators who were forced to speculate on the basic nature of tekhelet—
what it was made of, what it looked like. Even among those who seem to 
have had a clear concept of tekhelet, there was more than a single opinion 
regarding its hue. The different interpretations of the hue of tekhelet—not 
only between Sepharad and Ashkenaz but within the contexts of each of 
these diasporas—show that medieval scholars did not have a common 
image of that color, in contrast to other colors, such as red. This lack of 
certainty surrounding tekhelet is manifested in the complex and close 
relationship—at times, even the inability to distinguish—between blue and 
green.
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Notwithstanding the difficulty in ascertaining the hue of tekhelet, nu-
merous mystical texts support the argument presented in Chapter 1 that, in 
the Middle Ages, tekhelet was associated primarily with dark colors—with 
darkness in general and with black in particular. We have seen that tekhe-
let was a major color of the darkness of creation. In addition, the associa-
tion between tekhelet and the sefirah of ḥokhmah leads naturally to an 
association between tekhelet and black. Furthermore, in the Zohar, tekhelet 
was sometimes associated with a nightly court that dealt with capital cases.

It appears that a number of factors—the unavailability of tekhelet in Jew-
ish material culture, its conceptualization as a divine color with contradic-
tory features, and its unclear hue—combined to constitute tekhelet as an 
imaginary color with various features, thereby opening new vistas for future 
interpretation. In addition to later kabbalistic references to the texts men-
tioned above (on which I will elaborate in Chapter 3), I would like to note 
two less conventional examples of the reception of the kabbalistic image of 
blue at two different moments in history.

The first example is a diagram (Figure 7 in the color plates) of the sefirot 
in a seventeenth-century kabbalistic manuscript in which each sefirah has 
a particular color or combination of colors.119 The second and last sefirot 
(ḥokhmah and malkhut, respectively) are colored blue, with the addition of the 
first sefirah, as follows: the first (keter) with light blue; the second (ḥokhmah) 
with a darker blue; and the tenth (malkhut) with an even darker blue. The ninth 
sefirah (yesod) is divided into two, with the lower half colored in blue and 
the upper half in red. It seems that the usage of colors mostly corresponds to the 
scheme in the texts discussed above, although in medieval texts, ḥokhmah 
was described as having a dark shade of blue, similar to black. Here, we have 
visual evidence for the reception of the associations between colors and the 
sefirot in the early modern period.

The second example is drawn from modern interpretations of the mys-
tical practices surrounding tekhelet. Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan (1934–1983), a prom-
inent advocate of “Jewish meditation,” taught several meditation techniques 
involving tekhelet. Kaplan was particularly interested in meditation struc-
tured on Rabbi Meir’s statement, as well as Abulafia’s proposed meditation 
on tekhelet, a text that Kaplan interpreted as suggesting both the tsitsit and 
a candle flame.120 Rabbi Natan Ophir (b. 1953), who teaches Jewish medita-
tion in contemporary Israel, also promotes meditation on tekhelet and offers 
a workshop, “Secrets of Colors and Tekhelet Visualization.”121 Like Kaplan, 
Ophir has suggested using Rabbi Meir’s statement as a meditative focal point. 
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Both Kaplan and Ophir demonstrate the long-term influence of the medieval 
mystical techniques described above. Moreover, although they affirm that the 
color blue is widely acknowledged to be beneficial for meditation, they stress 
that the techniques of meditating on tekhelet on the basis of kabbalistic 
lore are distinctively Jewish.

Kabbalah-based practices involving colors were not limited to the mys-
tical techniques discussed above but included other practices, such as apo-
tropaic magic. In Chapter 3, focusing on the early modern period, I will 
explore such practices.



C h a p t e r   3

Blue Garments in Early Modern Judaism
Between Kabbalistic Symbolism and Social Practice

In a responsum published in 2014, the Jerusalem rabbi Ben-Tzion Mutzafi 
(b. 1946) discussed various customs in which colored objects were used to 
protect oneself from the evil eye, including wearing a red thread around 
the wrist and carrying a blue stone.1 Mutzafi preferred the blue stone over the 
red thread, arguing that the latter is a Christian custom, whereas the color 
blue—tekhelet—is of Jewish origin. Furthermore, allegedly based on the 
writings of the sixteenth-century Safed kabbalist Moses Cordovero, Mut-
zafi wrote that, in general, the color red is associated with Christians, green 
with Muslims, and blue with Jews. While Mutzafi’s textual references to Cor-
dovero are less than precise, his remarks reflect a relation between the Jew-
ish religious and spiritual significance associated with the color blue, on the 
one hand, and the daily practices in which this color is used, particularly as 
a defense against the evil eye, on the other.

This chapter addresses the connection between the use of the color blue 
in the social realm and the meanings, both symbolic and spiritual, attributed 
to this color. Thus, the discussion links the spiritual characteristics attributed 
to tekhelet, discussed in Chapter 2, with the material manifestations of that 
color presented in Chapter  1. It deals primarily with blue objects used by 
Jews, in particular textiles, in the early modern period, and it concludes 
with a peek into modern times. I claim that the encounter between these 
practices and the meanings attributed to them contributed to the percep-
tion of blue as a significant color for Jews.2

The developing European discourse on colors in the early modern pe-
riod forms the backdrop to this discussion. According to color scholar Roy 
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Osborne, the sixteenth century witnessed extensive writing on color sym-
bolism.3 Osborne links this expanding literature to the rise of theoretical 
discourse on art, as well as attempts to revive classical culture by exploring 
classical color language. I would add to these remarks that the growing in-
terest in colors in the early modern period was also an outgrowth of the 
scientific revolution of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.4 Addition-
ally, a burgeoning preoccupation with alchemy and magic included the study 
of materials and their attributes, particularly colors.5 Moreover, in this “age 
of discoveries,” previously unknown dyes and pigments were brought to 
Europe and the Mediterranean basin from the newly discovered Americas.6 
And, as in the Middle Ages, Jews in the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries played a prominent role in importing dyes, particularly indigo, from 
America and Asia to Europe, and then exporting them to the Levant, espe-
cially through Aleppo.7 Although this chapter does not deal with the dye 
trade, alchemy, or art, it is worth noting that the Jewish religious discourse 
on colors was part of a broader discourse on colors and colorants that was 
not limited to religion.

Compulsory Preference: Dark Clothing 
of Ottoman Jews

The Ottoman authorities tended to limit Jews’ clothing to dark colors, rang-
ing from blue to black.8 For example, an edict from the sixteenth century 
required non-Muslim women to wear skirts of a particular fabric dyed blue 
or black.9 In another case, according to an English clergyman, a grand vizier 
in Aleppo around the year 1600 was offended by Jews wearing red hats, and 
commanded them to wear blue hats.10 An Ottoman edict from 1758 also 
mandated that Jews wear dark blue clothing or other dark hues.11

There is a smattering of firsthand evidence concerning Jews’ use of dark 
colors for their apparel. An early seventeenth-century traveler to the Otto-
man Empire reported that Jews wore primarily purple.12 Another visitor to 
the Ottoman lands in that period wrote that Jews usually dressed in violet.13 
And, in the early eighteenth century, the French ambassador to Turkey de-
scribed Jews as dressing in black.14 Contemporaneous paintings from the 
sixteenth to the eighteenth century confirm this impression.15

Although it is tempting to conclude from these examples that Jews 
tended to wear dark colors in the Ottoman Empire, one should be cautious 
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about drawing definite conclusions. It is difficult to argue that a specific color 
actually held a dominant status in Jewish attire. Jews’ clothing was as di-
verse as their places of residence, and Jews often dressed like their non-Jewish 
neighbors. Moreover, it is hard to know what Jews wore because sources de-
scribing their appearance are scarce. Depictions of Jews in paintings do not 
necessarily represent their actual dress, whereas textual sources have their 
own challenges, such as determining what color is referred to by a particular 
color term in the text.16 Finally, the existence of legislation tells us nothing 
about its enforcement. Although it is reasonable to assume that some people 
obeyed the laws and edicts, sometimes matters work in precisely the oppo-
site direction, and the presence of prohibitions indicates that a behavior re-
mained in practice. What can we say, then, about the color of the clothing 
of Ottoman Jews?

We see from the examples above that legislation requiring Jews to don 
dark garments became more prevalent in the sixteenth century. However, in 
medieval times under Muslim rule, there was less consistency on the matter. 
It seems that while Caliph Umar II (682–720) was the first to require the 
Jews to wear distinctive markings, it was the Abbasid caliph al-Mutawakkil 
who, in 849, ordered Jews to wear yellow clothing.17 In the Maghreb, in 1198, 
the Almohad ruler Abū Yusuf al-Manṣūr required Jews to wear garments of 
dark blue, but Muhammad al-Nasir, his son who succeeded him, agreed to 
change the color to yellow.18 In 1301, the Mamluk authorities in Egypt re-
quired non-Muslims under their rule to wear turbans in particular colors: 
Jews in yellow, Christians in blue, and Samaritans in red.19 In 1419, Jews and 
Christians were required to wear buttons of specific colors (again: blue for 
Christians, yellow for Jews).20 In these cases, not only were the Jews not re-
quired to wear blue; the color was associated with Christians. But whether 
imposed on Jews or Christians, the association between blue and foreigners 
was not only a matter of legislation; it was also influenced by local and re-
gional preferences. For example, in North Africa, blue had been perceived as 
foreign and negative since pre-Islamic times. It is thus unsurprising that it 
was associated with foreigners.21

Explaining these highly specific demands placed on non-Muslims in the 
Ottoman Empire, Surayia Faroqhi argues that in the mid-sixteenth century 
among the Ottoman elite, the entire range from dark blue to black was con-
sidered ill-omened. She further claims that this belief is linked to colors as-
sociated with mourning in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. By contrast, 
the Ottoman elite preferred bright colors from red to blue.22 I would like to 
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add another element to Faroqhi’s explanation: Ottoman Jews had a narrow 
choice of available sartorial hues, as they were forbidden to wear the color 
green, and they had an aversion to the color red.

The color green was emphatically associated with Islam;23 the prohibition 
on wearing green clothing was an enduring restriction in Muslim countries, 
particularly those under Ottoman rule, notwithstanding the diversity in 
sumptuary laws across time and place.24 For example, an eighteenth-century 
traveler to the Levant reported that “the Jews in Turkey dress like the Turks 
except that they may not wear green, nor a white turban, nor a red jacket.”25 
In eighteenth-century Ottoman Jerusalem, only Muslims were allowed to 
wear green.26 And, in the 1820s, an observer of Egyptian Jews wrote that 
with the exception of green, which was forbidden, all colors could be worn.27 
Such prohibitions, however, were not always enforced, and Jews did wear 
green clothing without being harmed, as can be learned, for example, from 
a letter penned by Rabbi Gershon of Kutov to his brother-in-law, Israel Baal 
Shem Tov, the so-called founder of Hasidism.28

The life of Sabbatai Tsevi, the seventeenth-century messianic claimant, 
provides us with two instances in which the color green is used by Jews in 
connection with Islam. Contemporaneous sources depict Sabbatai as being 
allowed to wear a green mantle or headgear and riding a horse, both acts for-
bidden to non-Muslims, during a public act of surrounding the city of Jerusa-
lem seven times in 1665. Gershom Scholem, in his seminal study on Sabbatai, 
noted that green was considered a messianic color in Islam and speculated 
that Sabbatai thus signified his messianic intentions.29 Alternatively, however, 
he may have donned a green mantle and rode a horse in the spirit of rebellion. 
Over time, the color green came to be known as “the color of Sabbatai Tsevi” 
among Sabbatai’s supporters, who sometimes wore green garments or sashes 
like their master.30 In 1666, when Sabbatai converted to Islam, it was reported 
that the sultan placed a crown with a green scarf on his head, symbolizing his 
new Muslim identity.31 Both incidents show that wearing green clothing might 
have been perceived as provocative and non-Jewish.

While the prohibition of using green color in dress was introduced by 
non-Jewish authorities, restrictions on wearing red came also from within 
Jewish society.32 Among rabbis—although not necessarily among laypeople—it 
is possible to discern a negative attitude toward the color red in medieval 
times. A statement in the Babylonian Talmud about a rabbi who tore the gar-
ment of a woman was understood by the eleventh-century ‘Arukh dictionary of 
the Talmud as referring to a red garment representing licentiousness.33 The 
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negative attitude toward red in general and toward red clothing in particular 
continued into the sixteenth century. As we will see below, it was emphasized 
by Eastern European rabbinic authorities, but it is discernible among Ottoman 
Jews as well. In 1720, Rabbi Eliyahu ha-Cohen of Izmir published a book, 
Midrash talpiot, in which he quoted the aforementioned medieval Spanish 
commentator Baḥye ben Asher as saying that whereas red and green are the 
colors of pride, tekhelet is the color of modesty and humility.34

In addition to the association between red and licentiousness or pride, 
red was considered the color of divine judgment.35 Red, the color of blood 
in general and of menstrual blood in particular, may also have connoted fe-
male impurity. Thus, the aversion to red might have expressed an attempt 
to distance oneself from an association with impurity.36

By contrast, it is possible to discern Jews’ growing preference for the color 
black. Since antiquity, black has been considered the color of humility. It 
has also been associated with mourning, among Jews and non-Jews alike, 
especially since early modern times.37 And Jews at various times and in dif
ferent places have worn black to show that they mourned the destruction of 
Jerusalem.38

I cannot decisively conclude that Jews tended to wear dark colors on the 
basis of the above. However, it is reasonable to assume an inclination to dress 
in dark colors when taking into account various factors and types of sources, 
such as sumptuary laws introduced by the non-Jewish authorities and internal 
regulations imposed by the communities on their members. Additionally, there 
were preferences related to fashion and the symbolism of particular colors, 
as well as the availability of dyes. The phenomenon itself was the product of a 
complex interaction between these factors. Accordingly, the association be-
tween Jews and dark clothing serves to highlight how symbolism, preference, 
regulations, and praxis can become deeply entwined. Regulations influenced 
by symbolism can lead to practices that may eventually become preferences. 
Conversely, preferences and their related practices can result in further 
regulations.

Blue and the Symbolism of Dyed Garments 
in Sixteenth-Century Safed

According to a popular legend, the converso kabbalist and martyr Shlomo 
Molkho (1500–1532) wrote to his Safedian lover, daughter of Rabbi Yaakov 
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Beirav, that “three things captured my heart: the blue skies of Galilee, the 
blue walls of Safed, and the blue of your eyes.”39 Molkho never visited Safed, 
and it is unlikely that he fell in love with the daughter of Rabbi Beirav.40 
Still, this story reflects the impression of contemporary visitors to Safed, who 
can observe numerous walls painted light blue, inside and outside houses and 
synagogues, as well as blue tombstones in the old Safed Jewish cemetery. 
Through this legend, which conveys the image of the color blue as spiritual, 
journalists and tour guides connect their audiences with sixteenth-century 
Safed, a town characterized by a high spiritual charge.

In fact, there is no evidence that the walls of Safed were colored blue in 
the sixteenth century. There are, however, several historical sources that in-
dicate the significant role of colors in sixteenth-century Safed in shaping 
ideas and practices about the use of the color blue. In this section, I will dis-
cuss the more theoretical Safedian discourse on the color blue, before mov-
ing on in later sections to discuss how this discourse influenced particular 
practices.

In the sixteenth century, the Galilean town of Safed witnessed a period 
of cultural and economic development. After the expulsion of the Jews from 
Spain in 1492, many Jews moved to the relatively tolerant Ottoman Empire. 
Some of them settled in Safed.41 The city was also a hub for textile manu-
facture, especially for colored textiles.42 The dyes of Safed were considered 
to be of such high quality that textiles were sent to Safed from other places 
in order to be dyed. The basic palette of Safed’s wool industry included three 
colors—blue, red, and yellow—from which other colors were produced.43

Much has been written about sixteenth-century Safedian kabbalah and 
halakhah. For the present purposes, the most noteworthy aspect of this 
scholarship concerns the intensified association between kabbalah and rit-
ual. Sixteenth-century kabbalists interpreted and organized medieval kab-
balistic knowledge and applied these understandings to ritual practice.44 In 
particular, it is possible to discern an association between kabbalistic color 
symbolism and clothing practices. We will consider, in this regard, the two 
most prominent kabbalists of sixteenth-century Safed: Moses Cordovero and 
Isaac Luria.

Moses Cordovero (1522–1570), a student of Joseph Karo, was a rabbi and 
a kabbalist in Safed. Gershom Scholem, the preeminent scholar of Jewish 
mysticism, wrote that “of the theoreticians of Jewish mysticism Cordovero 
is undoubtedly the greatest.”45 In 1548, when Cordovero was twenty-six, he 
completed his monumental work Pardes rimonim (Orchard of pomegranates), 
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which was published posthumously. Later in his life, he completed his com-
mentary to the Zohar, Or yakar (Precious light).

There are numerous references to colors in Cordovero’s writings, but the 
most important is a treatise on colors, Sha’ar ha-gevanim (Gate of colors). This 
text is the tenth of thirty-two sections of Pardes rimonim.46 Gate of Colors is 
short, comprising only some five folio pages in printed form. Notwithstand-
ing its brevity, it is the most comprehensive and systematic text on colors 
among kabbalistic texts, and perhaps among Jewish texts in general.

In the first chapter of Gate of Colors, Cordovero presents a theory of the 
use of color for magical purposes. The reader is immediately warned: while 
in various works of kabbalah, colors are described as attributes of the sefirot, 
the emanations of the Godhead, these are only metaphors—not metaphors 
for the sefirot themselves but rather for their operations. Spiritual entities such 
as sefirot cannot be characterized by physical phenomena such as colors. But 
the operation of a particular sefirah can take place in the physical world and 
can be signified and even invoked by a particular color. Hence, through the 
use of a specific color, such as wearing clothing in that color, one can draw 
down from above the particular force of the sefirah associated with that color, 
thereby activating that sefirah in a specific desired direction. For instance, as 
the color white symbolizes mercy, a person donning a white garment can 
draw mercy from sefirot associated with mercy. And a person wearing clothing 
colored red, the color of judgment, can draw judgment from sefirot associ-
ated with judgment. Moshe Idel has noted that this theory is an example of 
Cordovero’s wider formulations of astral magic, which were part of a growing 
interest in magic in certain segments of the Jewish elite in that period. As 
mentioned above, such interest can be seen as part of the broader rise of magic 
in the European Renaissance.47

Cordovero devotes the main body of Gate of Colors to a discussion of 
each of the sefirot, elaborating on the colors associated in previous kabbalis-
tic literature with that sefirah. The color term tekhelet is the color that ap-
pears most frequently in Gate of Colors and is afforded the most elaborate 
discussion. Cordovero associates tekhelet with more than a single sefirah, ref-
erencing it in his discussions on the sefirot of ḥokhmah, binah, ḥesed, gevurah, 
and malkhut. This is an expression of his aim to summarize and harmonize 
the various traditions of medieval kabbalah. However, Cordovero explicitly 
writes that the major manifestation of tekhelet (‘ikar ha-tekhelet) is in mal-
khut; Cordovero devotes the most attention to that manifestation of tekhe-
let. Hence, the entire fourth chapter is dedicated to tekhelet as the color of 
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malkhut. This emphasis on the association between tekhelet and malkhut is 
related to his focus on Zoharic sources that point in that direction. In each 
of the sefirot, Cordovero introduces different characterizations of tekhelet.48 
When Cordovero refers to tekhelet in the contexts of upper sefirot—primarily 
ḥokhmah but also binah and ḥesed—he emphasizes tekhelet’s aspect of grace. 
However, the main characterization of tekhelet in Cordovero’s writing is as 
a color of judgment.49 Cordovero elaborates on tekhelet as a manifestation 
of judgment in his discussion of two sefirot: the fifth sefirah, din or gevurah, in 
which divine judgment features prominently, and the tenth sefirah, malkhut. 
In the context of the fifth sefirah, tekhelet is a mild judgment, compared 
with red.50 In the context of the tenth sefirah, tekhelet is a harsher judgment 
than yarok (green), which is presented as a color of grace.51 In both cases, 
black is the most threatening color of all, for it is associated with the forces 
of evil outside the Godhead.

In his selection of Zoharic texts, Cordovero highlights the dynamic and 
transformative character of color in general and tekhelet in particular. He 
quotes two texts discussed above: one text describing the metamorphosis of 
red into tekhelet; and another in which tekhelet turns into yarok.52 This 
awareness of the mixing and transforming of colors may well have been in-
formed by the contemporaneous Safedian dyeing industry. Indeed, when 
seeking to explain the spiritual dynamics of two colors mixed together, which 
represents a similar concurrent operation of two sefirot, Cordovero remarks 
that “that sort of composition is known to dyers.”53 In so doing, he explic
itly links the spiritual interactions in the Godhead with the material prac-
tice of the mixing of dyes.

The second prominent Safedian kabbalist to refer significantly to tekhe-
let was Isaac Luria (1534–1572). Luria, a disciple of Cordovero, is considered 
the founder of the influential Lurianic kabbalistic school. Although, unlike 
his master, Luria did not write a general treatise on colors, he and his dis-
ciples referred to tekhelet in practical contexts. For example, Luria’s disciple 
Ḥaim Vital discusses this color in the context of the secrets of the tsitsit.54 
Additionally, Luria elaborates on tekhelet in his discussion of the secrets of 
covering oneself with blue cloth, as we shall see below.

Luria also provides us with what is perhaps the most prominent Jewish 
example of mystical symbolism applied to a ritual of clothing: the custom of 
wearing white garments on the Sabbath. Although this custom was not an 
innovation of Safed kabbalists, they emphasized it heavily.55 The wearing of 
white, which was considered the color of mercy, was explained by kabbalists 
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in ways consistent with Cordovero’s theory of colors. Thus, one reason to 
don white clothing was to pull divine influx down to this world. Another 
reason was to cover oneself with mercy in order to be protected before going 
to heaven after death.

Such references are an expression of the broader character of the ritualiza-
tion of earlier kabbalistic knowledge in Safedian kabbalah, wherein Safedian 
kabbalists introduced kabbalistic interpretations to existing rituals, while also 
creating new rituals, such as going to the outskirts of Safed on Friday after
noons to welcome the Sabbath.

A Kabbalistic Myth About the Blue 
Cover of the Shekhinah

As we have seen in Chapter 2, an important expression of the ambivalent 
character of tekhelet is the motif of the curtain, which at once reveals and 
conceals.56 A similar duality can be attributed to clothing. Garments reveal 
something about their wearers, but at the same time separate them from the 
external world. They attract but also distance. In this section, I present inter-
pretations of a Zoharic myth featuring a blue cloth that covers malkhut, also 
called the shekhinah, the feminine aspect of the Godhead. This myth, which 
is related to biblical verses that describe the blue cover of the Ark of the 
Covenant (Num. 4:6), was quoted and developed by early modern kabbalists. 
As such, it is a prominent manifestation of the history of the kabbalistic 
symbolism attached to the color tekhelet. Moreover, it provided a basis for 
practices using blue clothing, thereby connecting religious theory and social 
practice.

To understand the Zoharic myth, we must first take into account the 
traditional understanding of the sefirah of malkhut as the feminine aspect of the 
Godhead. The kabbalists sometimes personified the divine emanations that 
they described. For example, malkhut (often referred to as the shekhinah) is 
sometimes portrayed as a woman engaged in a marital relationship with the 
sixth emanation. However, she is vulnerable, and there is a danger that de-
monic forces of evil will attempt to penetrate her. This penetration is often 
portrayed in sexual terms, as mating with the forces of evil instead of her 
husband (one of the sefirot), or as being raped by evil. This act is the de-
monic forces’ way of penetrating the Godhead and disseminating evil in the 
world.57
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The Zoharic myth about the tekhelet garment of the shekhinah/malkhut 
stems from the biblical verse describing the tekhelet cloth that covered the 
Ark when it was transferred from place to place: “At the breaking of camp, 
Aaron and his sons shall go in and take down the screening curtain and 
cover the Ark of the Covenant with it. They shall lay a covering of fine 
leather over it and spread a cloth of pure tekhelet on top; and they shall put 
its poles in place” (Num. 4:5–6).58 The Zohar refers to this tekhelet cloth thus:

This holy moon [malkhut] is beautifully white, with all colors spar-
kling within Her, embroidered. She has exactly the same fine white-
ness as the sun [tiferet]. In that sea of Hers, within seventy years, a 
certain fish emerges, from which is extracted tekhelet. She takes 
this dye, prepares it, and covers Herself outwardly with this color. 
Not that this color is Her garment—for after all, “Her garment is 
linen and purple” (Prov. 31:22)—but the outer covering is this 
color. Similarly with the Dwelling [the Tabernacle], all of which 
was beautifully embroidered within, and afterward “they shall . . . ​
spread a cloth of pure tekhelet on top” (Num. 4:6). Why? Because 
beneath this sea are depths of the sea, totality of male and female, and 
they have an evil eye, gazing. When they gaze, the color tekhela [sic], 
confronts their eyes, and their eyes cannot prevail. Within, she is 
arrayed in all colors, fittingly embroidered, ranging to the four corners 
of the world (Zohar 3:163b).59

This text connects three parallel symbols of malkhut, the last emanation: the 
moon, the Ark of the Tabernacle, and the sea. The moon symbolizes the inter-
nal (and implicitly higher) aspect of malkhut. The sun symbolizes the sixth 
emanation. The statement that the white color of the moon is the same as 
the white color of the sun is based on the physical fact that the light of the 
moon is a reflection of the color of the sun; this fact is understood in kab-
balistic texts as a symbol of the notion that malkhut receives the divine in-
flux from the sixth emanation. The statement that all colors sparkle in the 
moon symbolizes the fact that malkhut receives the divine influx from all 
the emanations above it. The Ark of the Tabernacle also symbolizes mal-
khut, so that the “cloth of pure tekhelet” that covered the biblical ark pro-
tected malkhut from the evil eye of the demonic forces. But this covering is 
not limited to the biblical narrative; it is a general rule. The demonic forces 
always attempt to cast an evil eye on the shekhinah, but a divine tekhelet cover 
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prevents them from causing harm. The entire structure of the myth is con-
nected to the sea, which is described as the habitat of the ḥillazon from which 
tekhelet is produced and of the forces of evil. The protective operation 
of tekhelet seems to be a kind of homeopathic magic: the sea, which is the 
origin of harmful forces, is also the origin of tekhelet, the remedy against 
these forces.60

The tekhelet garment of malkhut can be understood as yet another at-
tempt to control, prohibit, and prevent gazing at the sacred—attempts that 
were noted in Chapter 2.61 But whereas in the Bible, the tekhelet cloth was 
meant to shield human beings from being harmed by the overwhelming 
power of holy objects, here the moon (standing in for malkhut) clothes herself 
in tekhelet to shield herself from demonic forces. In such a reading, malkhut is 
too sacred to be gazed upon. Some cover is required in order to separate the 
Godhead from what is outside the Godhead.62 The tekhelet garment allows 
malkhut to continue her inner, colorful sacred life inside the Godhead, without 
being exposed to dangers coming from outside the Godhead. In sexual terms, 
the tekhelet garment protects the chastity of malkhut from the sexual desires 
of external forces, as expressed by their evil gaze.

The myth about the tekhelet garment of malkhut is then applied as a 
human ritual. In the text that follows the quotation, the Zohar connects 
the tekhelet cover of malkhut with the tekhelet of the tsitsit: when one cov-
ers himself with a tekhelet-tasseled garment, he cloaks himself in a tekhelet 
garment, just as malkhut does. They are both protected: she is protected 
within the upper worlds; he is protected within the lower worlds. But these 
acts of covering—in the upper worlds and in the lower worlds—are not sep-
arate. The Zoharic text actually constitutes the tsitsit as a symbol of mal-
khut. Accordingly, the tsitsit receives powers of malkhut, thereby becoming 
an object that protects its wearer. Thus, the tassel carries a double role: it is 
a symbol representing divine processes, but it also has magical capabilities 
that protect not only its wearer but also his divine counterpart.

As I shall demonstrate, the tekhelet thread of the tsitsit offers protec-
tion against the evil eye of any person, particularly that of a non-Jew. Hence, 
in both the upper and lower realms, the evil is related to a gaze, and the 
protection is color, which also relies on the sense of sight. There is a myth 
about the potency of malkhut to protect herself in the upper realms, and there 
is a ritual that enables the worshiper in the lower realms to receive and em-
body that protection. As Scholem observed, kabbalistic ritual strengthens 
existing myths, while those myths nourish and nurture kabbalistic ritual.63
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The myth of the tekhelet garment of the shekhinah is not particularly 
striking in the Zohar, in which it is one among innumerable kabbalistic 
interpretations of biblical verses and commandments. However, this myth 
gained prominence in the sixteenth century. It influenced early modern kab-
balists, who developed the motif of the garment, particularly in practices of 
cloaking both human and divine entities against the evil eye. Of the numer-
ous references to this Zoharic text by later kabbalists, I consider primarily 
the interpretations of the aforementioned pillars of sixteenth-century kab-
balah: Moses Cordovero and Isaac Luria. Each interpreted the myth in a par
ticular direction.

Cordovero attributed special importance to the Zoharic myth about the 
tekhelet garment of malkhut; he referred to it on several occasions and quoted 
it more often than other texts that mention tekhelet.64 His interpretation of 
this myth is consistent with his aforementioned emphasis on the judgment 
aspects of tekhelet.65 In Gate of Colors, in accordance with the Zohar’s un-
derstanding of the tekhelet garment, Cordovero, too, states that tekhelet is 
the color of the lowest aspect of malkhut and emphasizes its being close to 
(but not inside) the forces of evil. However, he goes beyond the Zoharic state-
ments quoted above.66 Whereas tekhelet appeared in the Zohar as a merely 
a passive cover concealing malkhut, Cordovero imbues it with a more omi-
nous and aggressive role—for Cordovero, it is an executor of divine judg-
ment. The threatening image of tekhelet is even more striking in Cordovero’s 
Or yakar, his commentary on the Zohar. In his scattered references to tekhe-
let in Or yakar, Cordovero brings tekhelet even closer to the forces of evil, 
the so-called harsh kelipot.67 Hence, in both works, Pardes rimonim and Or 
yakar, Cordovero presents tekhelet as representing the threatening force of 
the Godhead, directed toward both human beings and forces of evil.68

Luria’s interpretation of the myth of the blue garment of the shekhinah 
appears in his interpretation of a section of the Zohar at the end of parashat 
Terumah titled Sifra detsni‘uta (“The Concealed Book” or “The Book of Con-
cealment”). Considered particularly esoteric, Sifra detsni‘uta inspired various 
commentaries by later kabbalists, including Luria.69 His understanding of 
the myth of the tekhelet garment of malkhut emerges from his interpretation 
of the aforementioned Zoharic text about the role of tekhelet in creation.70 
According to Luria’s paraphrase of this text, the hue of tekhelet, which 
symbolizes mild judgment, is one of three hues visible in the sefirah of mal-
khut. The two others are red, the color of harsh judgment, and black, the 
color of the judgment of the kelipot.71 Tekhelet, which is malkhut,72 changed 
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its colors during the process of creation, which was also a process in which 
the sefirah descended through the divine realms. From being colorless in the 
uppermost divine world, it turned red in a lower world, and then to the 
color of tekhelet in an even lower world.73 This process, which is the attenu-
ation of the element of judgment, is a process in which the color tekhelet 
actually reveals the character of malkhut, rather than covering and conceal-
ing it. In more mythical and visual terms, the gradual disappearance of the 
reddish hues of tekhelet and the appearance of the hue of tekhelet (which 
seems to be bluish) is described as dismantling an external red garment (the 
term apirion, denoting a textile cover such as a canopy, is explicitly used) and 
revealing an internal tekhelet garment. This self-restriction of divine grace 
and judgment was intended to let the forces of evil emerge so that they could 
later be controlled and even overcome.

Notably, Luria’s interpretation breaks with that of the Zohar. Unlike the 
Zohar, in which the force of judgment was attenuated in the process of cre-
ation, Luria asserts that the Godhead in its entirety, including both judg-
ment and mercy, attenuated itself. The result of this self-contraction was the 
exposure of malkhut, which attracted the forces of evil more than it did in 
the Zoharic presentations. This conclusion seems to contradict the Zoharic 
teaching about the tekhelet garment of malkhut that banishes forces of evil. 
Luria is well aware of the difficulty and resolves it thus: “The holy moon 
[malkhut]74 spreads in the seven supreme holy years,75 and the male and fe-
male shells [kelipot] look for a foothold in the holy place, and she [the holy 
moon] covers herself with a tekhelet mantle, which is close to them [the 
shells]. And they feed their eyes from that tekhelet, held by it, and not en-
tering into the place of supreme holiness.”76 Luria interprets the function of 
the tekhelet garment differently from the way Cordovero does. The Zohar 
describes the tekhelet garment as a cover that technically prevents the keli-
pot (forces of evil) from seeing malkhut. Cordovero, who emphasized tekhe-
let’s aggressive posture, depicted it as warding off the harsh kelipot. Luria 
carves out a different path and presents the external tekhelet garment as 
catching and encouraging the eyes of the kelipot, thereby obstructing their 
ability to see inside the place of holiness. Thus, according to Luria, tekhelet 
is an attractive color for the forces of evil that eventually distracts and dis-
tances them from their goal of harming holiness. The cloaking of malkhut 
in a tekhelet garment is an act of exposure for the sake of disclosure. It works 
much like the cape wielded by bullfighters, which simultaneously attracts 
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the bull to the vicinity of the bullfighter, and yet keeps it at a short distance 
from him.

More broadly, the Zohar, Cordovero, and Luria introduce three differ
ent strategies to address the threat of the forces of evil, described in midrashic 
sources and even more vividly in kabbalistic texts: shying away from evil, 
fighting evil, and appeasing evil. The Zohar presents an attempt to hide from 
the forces of evil. Cordovero introduces a more aggressive approach of com-
bating evil. Finally, Luria employs a change of strategy, appeasing evil with 
tekhelet in a manner that could be described as “giving the devil his due.”77

Luria makes use of images associated with tekhelet in a fashion that 
emphasizes their mythical character.78 One aspect is the marine context of 
tekhelet, which brings together the ḥillazon/fish (Luria uses here the terms 
ḥillazon and nuna—“fish” in Aramaic—interchangeably), salt, and the sea.79 
In this instance, Luria draws on the kabbalistic sexual associations of fish: the 
ḥillazon/fish that produces tekhelet is presented as a manifestation of the ninth 
emanation, yesod, which is a masculine emanation. As such, this ḥillazon/
fish mates with a feminine element, an intercourse that produces tekhelet. 
Accordingly, I suggest that the liquid of the tekhelet dye may have been per-
ceived as the semen of the snail that was ejaculated into the sea, which is a 
symbol of malkhut.80

The association between the ḥillazon and salt has magical as well as sex-
ual components. Maimonides stated that the ḥillazon lives in “the sea of 
salt.”81 Luria wrote (probably after Maimonides) that the tekhelet dye itself 
is called “the sea of salt,” and then emphasized that the salt must exist because 
of the danger of the forces of evil. Since salt is associated with magical capa-
bilities in various cultures,82 it is possible that by mentioning the salt, Luria 
means to amplify the magical potential of tekhelet as a block against the evil 
eye. In addition, the association of the liquid of the tekhelet dye with salt 
supports its identification with semen.

Luria further develops the sexual potential of the myth of the tekhelet 
cover of malkhut by weaving together various symbols of the sefirah yesod: the 
ḥillazon/fish, tsaddik, Joseph, and the angel Metatron.83 He analogizes be-
tween the covering of malkhut with the tekhelet garment produced by the 
ḥillazon/fish, and a Zoharic narrative (based on a midrash) according to which 
the biblical Joseph covered his mother, Rachel, with his arms so that Esau 
would not be able to look at her lustfully with his evil eye.84 Both actions 
were intended to defend the covered figure from the sight of evil. And because 
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Joseph had to cover his mother from the lustful sight of Esau, we can con-
clude that the covering of malkhut with tekhelet was also meant to shield 
her from the sexual desires of the forces of evil. Thus, we can conclude that 
the Lurianic interpretation tends to highlight the desire for malkhut to mate 
inside the system of the sefirot, with a masculine sefirah, rather than with the 
forces of evil.

In this section, I presented elaborations of the Zoharic myth by the Safe-
dian kabbalists Cordovero and Luria. With the exception of the kabbalistic 
interpretation of the commandment of the tsitsit, these interpretations re-
mained in the theoretical realm of myth and symbolism. However, a practi-
cal dimension was added to that myth in the early modern period. Jews 
received this kabbalistic myth as a theological or mythical basis for practices 
in which the human body was covered with the color blue to ward off the 
evil eye. We now turn to that subject.

The Color Blue Against the Evil Eye

The myth about the tekhelet garment of malkhut highlights the protective 
quality of tekhelet. However, this protective quality goes far beyond that par
ticular myth. It appears first and foremost in the protective role of the tsitsit, 
which is presented in the Bible as a means to ward off sinful behavior; later 
rabbinic sources further stress the talismanic role of the tsitsit. The Babylo-
nian Talmud, for instance, lists the tsitsit together with other ritual objects—
the tefillin (phylacteries) and the mezuzah (a roll of parchment containing 
Torah verses that is affixed to doorposts in Jewish homes)—as objects that 
protect anyone using them from sin.85 Both the thread of tekhelet and the 
strips of the phylacteries are mnemonic objects. Namely, they protect from 
sin because seeing them reminds the viewer of God’s commandments and 
the importance of observing them. The protection depends on the act of 
seeing the object and, in the case of the tsitsit, seeing the tekhelet thread. 
In addition to its capacity to defend against sin, however, another perceived 
protective role of tekhelet, since at least the sixteenth century, has been its 
ability to protect against the evil eye—a role associated with the apotropaic 
qualities attributed to the color blue. Here, too, as I will show in this section, 
seeing the color gives rise to both danger and protection.

As in other Mediterranean cultures,86 belief in the evil eye has been com-
mon among Jews:87 the belief that the stare or glance of malevolent people 
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can do harm is widespread.88 Certain individuals are perceived to be espe-
cially vulnerable, such as women immediately after giving birth, as well as 
young children; through the ages, specific antidotes have been believed to 
be particularly effective. In Mediterranean and Middle Eastern cultures, the 
color blue is one of the antidotes thought to possess protective powers against 
the evil eye.89 Scholarly explanations for this phenomenon usually share the 
following characteristics: (1) they are based on evidence from the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries; (2) they usually depict beliefs regarding the evil eye 
as folk or popular culture and do not consider them part of a textual reli-
gious tradition; and (3) the explanations for the power of the color blue are 
usually hypothetical and based on speculations on the part of the scholars 
(usually folklorists or anthropologists) or their informants. Such explana-
tions include that one who uses the color blue attaches himself to the di-
vine, thereby lifting himself above earthly threats,90 or that blue objects have 
homeopathic magical powers against blue-colored dangers, such as people with 
blue eyes.91 In addition, there are numerous examples of using the color blue in 
wall paintings and in jewelry among non-Ashkenazic Jews (see Figures 8–12 
in the color plates). In this section, I will show that in the Jewish context, there 
are also textual explanations for the custom of using blue against the evil eye.

Before delving into the ability of the color blue to defend against the evil 
eye in the Jewish tradition, I would like to note that the myth of the blue 
cover of the shekhinah became, in Safedian kabbalah and its offshoots, a basis 
for explaining practices of covering, even if the covering was not particularly 
associated with the color tekhelet. We find two examples in the writing of the 
kabbalist Ḥaim Hacohen (c. 1585–1655), a disciple of Ḥaim Vital (Luria’s 
prominent disciple), who spent most of his life in Syria. His major work, 
Mekor ḥaim (Source of life), is a legal and kabbalistic commentary on Joseph 
Karo’s Shulḥan ‘arukh. In this work, Hacohen repeatedly analogizes between 
customs of covering objects and the covering of malkhut with a tekhelet 
cloth. One example is the custom of covering the table or the bread on the 
table in the middle of the ritual of kiddush (sanctification) of Sabbath.92 
This ritual is often interpreted by kabbalists as an act of mating between the 
male worshiper and the female malkhut. The novel element is the explicit 
reference to the relevant Zoharic text, claiming that spreading the table
cloth is like putting a tekhelet cloth over malkhut so that the forces of evil 
will not interfere in the ritual of the kiddush. This example hints at the 
sexual aspect of this motif. The second example is the special permission 
given to women to go out into the public sphere with a shawl covering their 
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faces on the Sabbath, even though carrying objects is usually forbidden, ac-
cording to the Sabbath laws. This permission is also justified as protection 
from forces of evil, similar to the covering of malkhut with a tekhelet cloth.93 
In this example, the apotropaic role of the cover is more emphasized than 
the sexual aspect. Both examples depict the furnishing of existing rituals 
with kabbalistic meaning: the covering of malkhut with a tekhelet cloth. Note 
that the act of covering up is the main point here; the color of the actual 
cloth is not an issue, but the act of covering up involves the protective quali-
ties of tekhelet.

While the magical potential of the color blue was alluded to as early as 
the Zohar, it was Cordovero, followed by other sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century kabbalists, who introduced an explicit magical approach regarding 
the color blue. I mentioned Cordovero’s theory of color magic, according to 
which wearing a garment with a particular color gives the person who wears 
it the powers associated with that color. I propose that this theory, together 
with the myth about the tekhelet garment of malkhut, became a theoretical 
basis for rituals by Cordovero and other kabbalists in which the color blue 
(especially blue clothing) is used to ward off forces of evil. If one combines 
the first chapter of Gate of Colors, which presents the theory of color magic, 
and the fourth chapter, which quotes the myth of the blue garments, one 
can conclude that when malkhut wears a tekhelet-colored garment, she gains 
protection from the forces of evil.

In order to apply the myth of the tekhelet garment of malkhut in the 
material, human world, however, Cordovero had to determine the specific 
hue denoted by the word tekhelet.94 In Gate of Colors, he does so by identify-
ing the hue of tekhelet with two non-Hebrew color terms: haniad (which 
probably refers to indigo, originally from India) and azul (blue in Spanish 
and Portuguese). By identifying the hue of tekhelet as blue, Cordovero is indeed 
more specific than the Zohar, in which the hue is not explicitly stated. Cordo-
vero’s determination is significant because it strengthens the connection be-
tween the Zohar’s somewhat theoretical observations on tekhelet and the 
ritual practices in which the color blue is used. To this association we can 
add the aforementioned fact that Cordovero was in Safed during the heyday 
of Safed’s textile and dyeing industry. Colors and colored textiles were avail-
able in Safed and its surroundings in Cordovero’s day. All these associations 
facilitated the connection between the Zoharic symbolism and myth sur-
rounding tekhelet and the apparently preexisting magical practices in which 
the color blue was used.
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A striking example of Safedian practices in which blue colorants are used 
against the evil eye on the basis of kabbalistic knowledge is Cordovero’s in-
terpretation of a Zoharic teaching that does not mention the term tekhelet 
but rather uses the verb kḥl/כחל, referring to pukh (kohl). The Zohar con-
nects two verses mentioning pukh: “I will lay pukh as your building stones, 
and make your foundations of sapphires” (Isa. 54:11); and “She painted her 
eyes with pukh” (2 Kings 9:30).95 The verse from Isaiah is rooted in an escha-
tological context, describing the future temple as made of pukh stones, whereas 
the second verse describes an earthly practice of painting with pukh. Accord-
ing to this Zoharic text, when the stones of the Israelite temple will return 
to their place, they will be pukh stones or painted in pukh and shine with 
sapphire light, so that “no other eye will be empowered to see them except 
when a person blues [yikhḥol] his eyes with that pukh, filling his eye with 
it.”96 Hence, only a person who adjusts the color of his eyes to the color of 
pukh, which is the color of the Temple—a movement akin to tuning in to a 
specific radio frequency—will be able to see the Temple stones. Other people, 
particularly non-Jews, will not be able to see them. A third verse quoted by the 
Zohar explicitly mentions human vision in an eschatological context: “For 
every eye shall behold the Lord’s return to Zion” (Isa. 52:8).

The focus of the Zoharic text is the visionary experience of seeing the 
Temple after applying pukh, but the content of the vision is uncertain. Al-
though the Zoharic text seems to refer to an appearance of blue—kohl has 
a bluish hue, and sapphire is often associated with blue—that conclusion is 
not so determined because kohl can be also associated with black or gray, 
and sapphire can also denote a glittering appearance without any particular 
hue. However, in Cordovero’s sixteenth-century interpretation of this Zo-
haric text, the focus is less the object of vision, but rather the magical act of 
painting one’s eyes with pukh, which he associates with blue more decisively:

It is known that the hue of tekhelet is used against the evil eye, and 
this is the interpretation of the verse “they shall spread over it a cloth 
of pure tekhelet” (following Num. 4:6). This is the hue that comes 
before the eyes of this [evil] eye so that it would not be able to con-
trol the sacred. . . . ​And for this reason, pukh, which is lapis lazuli 
[even kaḥli], the hue of tekhelet, is used to blue the eye to thwart 
the evil eye, and prevent it [the evil force] from gaining control there. 
This is the meaning of [the Zoharic saying] “except when a person 
paints his eyes with that kohl.” The Zohar meant that the stones of 
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the temple will be elevated to a high place where the external [evil] 
forces cannot gain control. “A garment of pure tekhelet” separates 
between the spiritual aspects and the external [evil] forces. Both of 
them [the holy and the evil entities] look at it. It covers the holy, 
and the forces of evil cannot grasp the holy. . . . ​There is also a rem-
edy for subtle unperceivable [spiritual] entities—to prepare a blue 
liquid with which a material [human] eye could see the concealed 
subtle spiritual [entities]. Something of this can be also learned from 
the Babylonian Talmud, first chapter of tractate Berakhot (b. Ber. 6a), 
about how to see demons.97

In the Zohar, pukh was introduced as a formula for mystical-messianic vi-
sions. Tekhelet was not mentioned, nor was the evil eye. By contrast, Cor-
dovero explicitly identifies the hue of pukh with the hue of tekhelet, and both 
of them with the blue of lapis lazuli. That identification, similar to Cordo-
vero’s aforementioned identification of tekhelet and azul, enables him to use 
motifs relating to tekhelet, particularly the myth of the tekhelet cloth of 
malkhut. Basing his postulation on the protective properties of tekhelet, Cor-
dovero concludes that applying blue makeup to the eyes is a magical repel-
lent against the evil eye. This practical advice was not introduced by the 
Zohar but rather by Cordovero himself. At the end of the aforementioned 
quotation, Cordovero presents another magical recipe—this time, not for 
protection but to enhance one’s vision: Cordovero refers to a Talmudic pre-
scription that enables one to view demons by filling his or her eyes with the 
powder of the ground afterbirth of a certain female cat. Similarly, writes Cor-
dovero, by preparing a blue liquid and probably applying it to the eyes, one 
can see hidden spiritual entities. The color blue is revealed as an elusive color: 
it attracts everyone alike, yet enables spiritual elevation only for those who 
are worthy, distancing those who are not.

A similar approach in which the color blue is used against the evil eye 
on the basis of the Zohar, which gained more publicity than Cordovero’s ap-
proach (whose commentary on the Zohar circulated only in manuscripts 
until the twentieth century), is expressed in a comment by Rabbi Ḥaim Yo-
sef David Azulai (1724–1806; henceforth, the Ḥida), a prominent rabbinic 
scholar known for his significant contributions to the fields of kabbalah, 
historiography, and bibliography. In many editions of the Zohar from the 
nineteenth century onward, a comment about the tekhelet garment of mal-
khut attributed to the Ḥida is printed in the side margins of the text: “it 
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implies [from the Zohar] that tekhelet is good against the evil eye.”98 This 
comment, which became rather influential, thanks to its appearance in an 
eye-catching place in printings of the Zohar, explicitly states that the Zohar 
is the source for the effectiveness of tekhelet against the evil eye. Recom-
mendations of the use of the color blue to ward off the evil eye are based not 
only on the Zoharic text but also on the comment by the Ḥida. Here, the 
Zoharic text influenced the practice (or, at least, provided a basis for it), and 
the practice, in turn, influenced the printed text.

I will now consider two nineteenth-century examples in which the 
Zohar and its commentators (Luria and Ḥida) were used as a basis for par
ticular practices of using blue against the evil eye. The first example is a 
discussion dedicated to the evil eye by the Syrian rabbi Abraham ben Isaiah 
Dayan (d. 1876), in which he describes instances of the evil eye and introduces 
recommendations as to how one ought to cope with it.99 The Zohar men-
tions a custom in which parents place a cloth (not necessarily a blue cloth) 
over their babies’ heads to ward off the evil eye when the babies are taken to 
the market.100 Dayan goes further, proposing that one ought to dress children 
in blue garments. He uses the Arab term for blue—’azraq—and likens it to 
tekhelet. It is unclear whether he is introducing a new practice here or merely 
justifying an existing one, but the reason he provides for this practice is the 
Ḥida’s comment on the Zohar, which noted that tekhelet is apparently pro-
tective against the evil eye.

The second example involves the prominent nineteenth-century rabbi 
Yosef Ḥaim of Baghdad (1834–1909), commonly referred to as the Ben Ish 
Ḥai, after the title of his most famous book. His book of responsa includes 
a question forwarded to him by another rabbi from Baghdad, who had been 
asked about a popular custom of using the color blue against the evil eye: 
“Question: Here in our town Baghdad, they have a custom. After a woman 
gives birth, they bring an iron skewer, putting on it two legs of a rooster, 
seven onions, and a piece of cloth colored with Isatis water, called in Arabic 
nil [indigo], and they put this skewer above the woman’s bed. And one in-
quirer came to me and asked whether this custom belongs to the field of 
divinations and the custom of the Emorites [forbidden magic]. And this is an 
old custom, performed by all.”101 It seems that the other rabbi from Bagh-
dad who asked this question was not disturbed by this custom, yet he could 
not ignore the question posed by the inquirer. In his response, Yosef Ḥaim 
gives his permission for the performance of this custom by proving, inter 
alia, that every element of it is a well-known legitimate Jewish practice against 
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the evil eye. Yosef Ḥaim writes thus about the colored liquid: “And the piece 
of cloth colored with Isatis water that they put on the skewer—this is also 
to frighten the demons because this color is like tekhelet, and the Zohar 
3:163b teaching is already known . . . ​and our master Luria interpreted . . . ​
in Sha‘ar ma’amarei rashbi for the portion Teruma page 11 [commentary 
to Sifra detsni‘uta]. . . . ​And that is why they put the cloth colored in a 
hue similar to tekhelet, to distance the looking of the forces of evil at the 
woman and her new baby, and it is like putting a tekhelet garment on the 
Tabernacle.”102

Here, we see the power of this Zoharic teaching in providing rabbinic 
legitimization for a local magical practice questioned by a rabbinic figure. 
One might think that in his responsum, Yosef Ḥaim merely wanted to equip 
the other rabbi with authoritative sources to legitimize the existing prac-
tice; on a personal level, he might have not believed in the protective quality 
of the color blue. But there is another reference to tekhelet in this protective 
context. In his commentary on the Talmud, Yosef Ḥaim discusses a rabbinic 
description of the town of Luz as a center of tekhelet production, a place that 
the enemies of the Israelites could not conquer, and a place where people did 
not die.103 While the Talmud does not relate the immortality of the people of 
Luz to tekhelet, Yosef Ḥaim makes this association explicitly. Basing his 
position once again on Luria’s interpretation, Yosef Ḥaim connects the vari
ous Talmudic descriptions of Luz and suggests that the town’s immortality 
could be attributed to an atmosphere saturated with tekhelet that prevented 
forces of evil from causing any harm.104

Collections of practical advice compiled during the twentieth century 
quoted the formulations of the Ḥida, Dayan, and Yosef Ḥaim in their advice 
to use blue (such as equipping children with blue stones) against the evil 
eye.105 Thus, we see that these rabbinic figures under Muslim (particularly 
Ottoman) rule were intermediary links in a chain of legitimization of the 
color blue against the evil eye. On the one hand, they took their cue from 
the Zohar; on the other hand, they were authoritative sources for twentieth-
century popular anthologies of practical advice.

In addition to blue, the color red—particularly red threads—was also 
considered of protective value against the evil eye. According to the Mish-
nah, a red thread surrounded the altar of the Temple to separate between 
the “upper bloods” and the “lower bloods,”106 but this thread had nothing to 
do with any magical practice. However, in the Tosefta, there are at least two 
opinions regarding the question of whether tying a red thread on the body 



Figure 1. Shells of the three species of Murex snails. Left to right: S. haemastoma, 
H. trunculus, and B. brandaris. Courtesy: National Mollusk Collection, National 
Natural History Collections at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem (NNHC). 

Photograph: Bible Lands Museum Jerusalem.



Figure 2. Wool fleeces dyed with various species of sea snails. 1–2: S. haemastoma; 
3: B. brandaris; 4–5: H. trunculus. Dyeing: Zohar Amar and Naama Sukenik. 

Photograph: Shahar Cohen. Published in Naama Sukenik et al., “Early Evidence 
of Royal Purple Dyed Textile from Timna Valley (Israel),”  

PLOS ONE 16, no. 1 (2021).



Figure 3. Textile no. 490073 from Murabba’at caves, probably dyed by a mollusk-
based dye. Photograph: Clara Amit.



Figure 4. Textile no. 490270 from Murabba’at caves, colored blue with plant-based 
indigotin. Photograph: Clara Amit.

Figure 5. Part of textile IAA no. 2014–9255. The textile was dyed with madder 
and plant-based indigotin. Photograph: Naama Sukenik, using Dino-Lite X 70 

magnification. Published in Naama Sukenik et al., “Early Evidence (Late 
2nd Millennium bce) of Plant-Based Dyeing of Textiles from Timna, Israel,” 

PLOS ONE 12, no. 6 (2017).



Figure 6. Abraham Abulafia, “Light of the Intellect,” Vat. ebr. 597, leaf 113 recto. 
Photograph: Vatican Library.



Figure 7. Reuben Ṣarfati (14th century), The Great Parchment, 1606 copy by James 
Bonaventura Hepburn, parchment, Oxford—Bodleian Library, MS Hunt. Add. E. 

Neubauer MS 2429. Photograph: Oxford, Bodleian Library.



Figure 8. Iranian Jewish amulet (c. 1900), Gross Family Collection Trust 
no. 027.021.059.



Figure 9. Jewish amulet (Iraq, c. 1920), often attached to a child’s garment to 
provide amuletic protection, Gross Family Collection Trust no. 027.021.092.



Figure 10. Jewish amulet (Iran, c. 1935) in the form of a hamsa (but in an unusual 
form) against the evil eye, Gross Family Collection Trust no. 027.021.092.



Figure 11. Rabbi Avraham Synagogue in Djerba, Tunisia, from the photograph 
collection of the Center for Jewish Art, Hebrew University of Jerusalem. 
Photograph: Boris Lekar, 1997. Courtesy: Center for Jewish Art, Hebrew 

University of Jerusalem.



Figure 12. Ha-gedolah Synagogue in Djerba, Tunisia, from the photograph collection 
of the Center for Jewish Art, Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Photograph: Boris 
Lekar, 1997. Courtesy: Center for Jewish Art, Hebrew University of Jerusalem.

Figure 13. Left: tsitsit with tekhelet produced by the Radzin Hasidim, based on the 
Sepia officinalis squid; right: tsitsit with tekhelet produced by Ptil Tekhelet 

association, based on the Murex snail.



Figure 14. A mannequin of the high priest of the Jewish Temple, dressed in a 
blue-dyed garment made entirely from the secretion of Murex trunculus snails. 

This garment was prepared in advance to serve as an actual garment of the  
high priest in the anticipated rebuilt Jewish Temple. Displayed at the Temple 

Institute, in the Jewish quarter of the Old City of Jerusalem. Courtesy:  
Temple Institute, Jerusalem.
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is considered darkhei ha-emori (a custom of the Emorites, which is forbidden 
magic).107 Nineteenth- and twentieth-century rabbis expressed different opin-
ions regarding that custom, as well as the custom to circumvent the tomb-
stone of Rachel (in Bethlehem, Palestine) as a defense against the evil eye.108 
It seems that practices involving red and practices involving blue were received 
very differently. Because blue was associated with the “Jewish” tekhelet, 
practices using blue objects were considered legitimate, whereas the use of red 
objects was often seen as foreign and idolatrous.

Tekhelet Against Non-Jews

The functions of the color blue discussed above were applied in the early 
modern period not only on a personal or theological level but also on a na-
tional level—namely, the colors blue or tekhelet were perceived as capable of 
protecting the entire Jewish people. This protective power is associated with 
the character of tekhelet as a manifestation of the judgment of God, a char-
acter on which I elaborated in Chapter 2.109

Kabbalistic symbolism provides a further theological basis for the char-
acterization of tekhelet, as it depicts the sefirah malkhut as accompanying and 
protecting the Jewish people in their exiles. Malkhut is a mythical personi-
fication of the people of Israel, and its biography symbolizes the history of 
the Israelites. In this context, we should recall that malkhut is also named 
shekhinah (lit., “dwelling”) and Kenesset Yisrael (lit., “congregation of Israel”).110 
But malkhut not only represents the Israelites; it also protects them as a col-
lective organ, as a nation, against the onslaught of the forces of evil. In Luri-
anic texts, the forces threatening the people of Israel are often the surrounding 
non-Jews, seen as earthly manifestations of the forces of evil.111

This basic characteristic of malkhut spawned further kabbalistic presen
tations of tekhelet as protective of the Israelites. For example, there is a 
Zoharic text that associates each dye of the Tabernacle with a particular se-
firah and a corresponding festival. Tekhelet was associated with malkhut and 
Passover, thereby highlighting the argument that tekhelet was active in an-
nihilating the Egyptians.112 This text presents tekhelet as the divine power 
that killed the elder sons of the Egyptians. The Zohar does not explain what 
caused tekhelet to be such a destructive force, other than its association with 
malkhut. Following that Zoharic text, the seventeenth-century kabbalist 
Shlomo Algazi characterized tekhelet as a force that annihilates foreign (and 
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often enemy) nations, and not just Egyptians.113 Algazi went beyond a single 
historical event and referred to the nations in general, thereby applying the 
principle as a general rule.

The protective character of tekhelet with regard to the entire Jewish 
people is not limited to the motif of killing the Egyptians or other peoples. 
The myth of the blue cover of the shekhinah highlights the protective role of 
tekhelet. The covering of Jews, particularly by blue objects, resembles the 
metaphor of being under the wings of the shekhinah, the divine presence; it 
is particularly relevant when Israel is in exile. In the upper worlds, however, 
the blue cover protects the shekhinah from the harm of the forces of evil.

This nationalistic interpretation has its roots in another Zoharic narra-
tive in which malkhut is covered against the evil eye. I am referring to the 
aforementioned midrashic narrative in which Joseph (who is traditionally de-
scribed as immune to the evil eye)114 covers his mother, Rachel, so that Esau 
will not be able to look at her with his evil eye.115 Later on, according to the 
Zohar, God rewards Joseph for this when Rachel, in the guise of malkhut, 
extends a symbolic blanket of protection over the tribes of her two sons Jo-
seph and Benjamin, in order to ward off the evil eye of Balaam.116 Although 
these narratives should be understood in relation to particular biblical nar-
ratives, the generalization of the biblical figures to sefirot allows for a more 
general conclusion. According to kabbalistic symbolism, in the upper worlds, 
Joseph and Rachel are symbols of divine emanations ( Joseph is a symbol of 
yesod, Rachel is a symbol of malkhut), whereas Esau and Balaam are symbols 
of the forces of evil. At the earthly level, Rachel represents the Israelites, 
whereas Esau and Balaam represent the Gentiles, specifically Christianity. 
The covering of the tribes by Rachel, their mother, is the protection from 
the harm of the nations bestowed by the sefirah malkhut upon the Jews.

The connection of this Zoharic narrative to the tekhelet garment of the 
shekhinah was made, as noted above, by Isaac Luria. The nationalistic poten-
tial of Luria’s interpretation was applied in later works. One example can be 
found in the writings of the Jerusalemite kabbalist Yehudah ha-Cohen 
(d. 1850). In his Lurianic commentary of the Zohar, he cites Luria’s interpre-
tation of the blue-cloth myth on several occasions.117 But he goes even fur-
ther, imbuing it with a nationalistic character. Ha-Cohen emphasizes Luria’s 
reference to Joseph’s covering of Rachel with a cloth against the sight of Esau 
(a symbol of Christianity), asserting that tekhelet is a shield for Israel against 
the evil eye of the nations, as was the case with Pharaoh and Nebuchadnez-
zar.118 Compared to Algazi, who presented tekhelet as an annihilating force, 
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ha-Cohen uses the myth of the tekhelet garment to portray tekhelet as a 
protective element rather than an attacking one. And ha-Cohen provides a 
more material, historical interpretation than Luria. It takes place not only 
in the upper realms but also in history.

In the context of tekhelet, the nationalistic understanding of the myth 
of the blue cloth did not remain a textual interpretation but rather devel-
oped into an explanation of a custom or ritual. The Syrian-born Jerusalem 
kabbalist Itzḥak Alfia (1878–1955) expounds on tekhelet in a later work, an 
elaboration that should be viewed as part of his more general interest in col-
ors.119 He quotes several Zoharic teachings about tekhelet and refers to Lu-
ria’s interpretation discussed above. Here I would like to draw attention to 
Alfia’s brief discussion of the blue miter of some of the distinguished rabbis 
of the Ottoman Empire at the time, especially the chief rabbi, the rishon let-
sion.120 Alfia suggests that this miter functions in a manner similar to the 
tekhelet garment that covered the Ark of the Tabernacle. Both are barriers 
against the evil eye of the forces of evil. He identifies these forces of evil as 
those that try to harm the Jewish people, both in the upper worlds and among 
the Gentiles. Of interest here is the explicit application of the color blue 
against the evil eye on a national level. The chief rabbi was a public figure rep-
resenting the Jewish people. From Alfia’s discussion, it is clear that the miter 
protects not only the chief rabbi but also the Jewish people as a whole. We can 
speculate that some people perceived the chief rabbi as though he were the 
high priest of ancient Israel with his traditional attire.

Although the color blue was already the color of the Zionist flag when 
Alfia discussed the blue miter, his discussion does not seem to be influenced 
by Zionist symbols. The blue color of the Zionist flag was indeed inspired 
by Jewish tradition (as we shall see in the following chapters), but it carries 
neither religious significance nor apotropaic power, which are prominent in 
Alfia’s discussion. Hence, although Alfia wrote in the age of modern Juda-
ism, his approach is more reflective of premodern notions.

Red and Black Overshadow Blue in Early Modern 
Ashkenazic Jewry

Up to this point, our discussion has focused on texts penned primarily by 
rabbis and kabbalists residing in the Ottoman Empire. I have not found evi-
dence for a significant practical role played by the color blue or tekhelet among 
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Ashkenazic Jews prior to the nineteenth century, when the color blue began 
to be associated with Zionism, and independently, the production of tekhe-
let dye was renewed. In part, this was due to the fact that the belief in the 
use of the color blue to protect against the evil eye was not widespread in 
northern Europe. To be sure, the belief in the evil eye was no less prevalent 
among Ashkenazic Jews and magical practices were used no less often than 
among Jews in other locales.121 But the practices did not involve the color 
blue. In this section, I will briefly suggest other factors that might have con-
tributed to this disparity in the prominence of the symbolism of blue. These 
factors are connected to other colors that might have played more signifi-
cant roles in the early modern Ashkenazic imagination—particularly red but 
also black and white.122 Significantly, unlike in previous sections that dealt 
with both elitist doctrines and popular customs, the sources I present in this 
section are limited to elitist texts penned primarily by rabbis, kabbalists, and 
Hasidic masters. It is virtually impossible to learn from these sources about 
the actual behavior of wide circles of people.

Recall the early modern interpretations and applications of a myth about 
the tekhelet garment of the shekhinah. The nationalistic overtones of that 
myth call to mind another myth, perhaps better known among Ashkenazic 
Jews, about the reddish or purplish garment of God. According to a mi-
drashic image, God wears a purple garment (porphyra demalka). The purple 
dye is made of the blood of Jewish martyrs or resembles the blood of these 
martyrs. When God wears this garment, he takes revenge upon the enemies 
of Israel. Thus, the garment is both a representation of the martyrs and a 
source of action.123

The verses in the book of Isaiah that describe the destruction of Edom 
provide a biblical source for this image. In these verses, God is described as 
wearing garments stained with the red (Heb., adom) blood of Edom (Isa. 
63:1–3). God is said to tread upon the non-Israelite enemies of Israel like 
grapes; and, like wine splashed against a garment, the blood of the non-
Israelites splatters on God’s garment. However, the blood here is not that of 
the martyrs but that of the enemies of Israel. The analogy and switch of in-
terpretation between the blood of Israel’s enemies and the blood of Jewish 
martyrs appears more than once in Jewish sources.124

These verses and images have played a notable role in the Jewish–
Christian discourse on vengeance and messianism, based on the ancient 
identification of Edom (the nation) and adom (red), first with the Romans 
and then with Christianity.125 Israel Yuval, in the context of relations be-
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tween Jews and Christians in medieval times, has shown the manifestation 
of that image (in its iteration as the blood of the martyrs) in medieval litur-
gical poems (piyyutim) calling for vengeance, and stressed its messianic 
reverberations.126

One expression of the associations between Jews and Christians through 
the color red is the myth of the Red Jews, which circulated among both Jews 
and Christians in the German lands beginning in the thirteenth century, 
and flourished in early modern times. This legend features a mysterious 
tribe of Jews (associated with the ten lost tribes) who wish to bring catas-
trophe to Christian Europe.127 Of interest is the fact that in this narrative, 
Jews were associated pejoratively with the color red, an association that was 
explained as an indirect influence of the aforementioned link between red 
and Christianity.

The image of God wearing a reddish garment to wreak national ven-
geance was not just a textual phenomenon but was realized in human ac-
tion. Recall Sabbatai Tsevi’s usage of the color green. Sabbatai is also reported 
to have worn a red garment when Polish Jews visited him, and had his To-
rah scroll wrapped in a red cloth to symbolize a desire for revenge on behalf 
of the Jews massacred in Ukraine in 1648.128 Possibly, the midrash cited above, 
in which God wears red clothing of revenge, was the basis for Sabbatai’s ac-
tion. Perhaps he attempted to invoke divine judgment through color, using 
the aforementioned mechanism described in Cordovero’s first chapter of Gate 
of Colors. This source supports the argument that wearing a garment of a 
particular color was used to protect the Jewish nation from harm by non-
Jews. Sabbatai perceived himself as the messiah of the Jews, and therefore took 
upon himself the role of avenger for the massacred Jews of 1648. It is probably 
not a coincidence that he used red cloths in his encounters with Ashkenazic 
Jews, to whom this color would have had specific associations.

We have already seen that Jews had an aversion toward the wearing of red 
outfits because this color was associated with licentiousness and impurity; 
however, it seems that this aversion was greater among Ashkenazic Jews, who 
also associated this color with a negative image of Christianity. In Catholic 
Poland, this color was seen on a daily basis in the attire of the clergy. In addi-
tion, the prestigious Polish cochineal, the so-called Porphyrophora polonica, was 
adopted by Polish nobility, which was also a symbol of Christian power.129 The 
renowned Ashkenazic rabbi Moses Isserles (1530–1572) wrote that one ought to 
not wear red attire, as part of a more general restriction against the adoption 
of non-Jewish costumes representing licentiousness.130 Rabbi Moshe Sofer 
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(1762–1839; known as the Ḥatam Sofer) wrote that Jews should distance 
themselves from red clothing because such garments draw upon their wearers 
negative powers from the planet Mars (maadim in Hebrew, hinting to its red-
dish hue), whereas these powers are positive for Esau (Christians).131

In contrast to the aversion toward red among Ashkenazic Jews, there 
was a preference for black. Shabbatai ha-Cohen (the Shakh), a prominent 
Polish rabbi of the seventeenth century, added to Iserles’s aforementioned 
statement a comment that the color black, not red, is the color of modesty 
and humility. Hence, modest Jews should wear black clothing.132 Black cloth-
ing had played an important role among Ashkenazic Jews since medieval 
times, as it did among Sephardic Jews, but in addition to shared reasons, 
such as the idea that black represents humility, particular aspects of black 
were more relevant to the world of Ashkenazic Jews.

Sumptuary laws under Christian rule were gradually removed by the 
early modern European empires as part of their agendas of enlightenment 
and acculturation. Hence, from the seventeenth century onward, distinctive 
Jewish colors were not mandated by the authorities. On the contrary, there 
were attempts to impose modernization on Jewish dress and conform it to 
that of their non-Jewish surroundings. Jews in the Ottoman Empire were 
often forced to limit themselves to dark colors, as we have seen above; but 
the color black became a preference of Jews not only as an expression of mod-
esty and humility, and not only as attire that is less noticed in the public 
sphere. Jews also chose black clothing as a way of resisting attempts to ac-
culturate and modernize them, at least in nineteenth-century Eastern Eu
rope. A distinctively Jewish appearance (of which color was but one aspect) 
was a display of difference, in a similar way that groups of non-Jews in East-
ern Europe developed “national” attire.133 When attempts to modernize the 
Jews emerged during the nineteenth century—most notable in our context 
is the “clothing decree” of the 1840s in Poland and Russia—the insistence 
on the so-called traditional dress was not only a statement against compulsory 
acculturation but also a declaration against the voluntary adoption of mod-
ern costumes.134 Black was a preference rather than an obligation because it 
expressed a desire to be distinct from the surrounding society. It was a marker 
of traditionalism, especially from the nineteenth century onward. Accordingly, 
there are several testimonies about the black garments of Jews in Eastern Eu
rope in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.135

While the colors red and black played complex roles among Ashkenazic 
Jews, the color blue seems to have played less of a role than it did among 
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Ottoman Jews. However, it is still worth examining the symbolism of blue 
among Eastern European Hasidim in the eighteenth to twentieth centuries. 
As Hasidism is a spiritual movement deeply inspired by sixteenth-century 
Safedian kabbalah, one might expect to find references to colors of dress in 
Hasidic teachings and practices. Many Hasidic leaders were mystics; many 
taught mysticism to their followers and provided guidelines for mystical ex-
periences. Yet the color blue did not appear often in these references.

Many eighteenth-century Hasidic masters adopted the aforementioned 
custom of wearing white garments on the Sabbath, and some of their fol-
lowers probably did as well. This custom was adopted as part of Hasidism’s 
self-conscious pursuit of Safedian pietism, as well as among early modern 
kabbalists in Eastern Europe.136 Solomon Maimon noted, in this vein, the 
white appearance of the Maggid of Mezerich.137 Maimon wrote that since 
the color white is associated with divine grace, Hasidic leaders would wear 
white garments in order to pull down divine grace from above and dissemi-
nate it to their followers. However, opponents of early Hasidim argued that 
white clothing represents arrogance and pretentiousness. This argument was 
not necessarily introduced only in relation to the rise of Hasidism, but per-
haps earlier.138

If we shift our attention from Hasidic social reality to Hasidic teachings, 
we will find—perhaps unexpectedly—that colors play a lesser role in Hasidic 
than in kabbalistic texts. Within this limited role, the color white, symbolic 
as it was of divine grace, was perhaps the most important. Tekhelet was less 
significant than white, but it did play a role. It represented the fear of God, 
due to the threatening aspects described above, and due to the fact that the 
last emanation, associated with tekhelet, is also associated with the fear of 
God.139 Moreover, it is also possible to locate Hasidic references to tekhelet that 
perpetuate some of the motifs discussed above, such as tekhelet as a protector 
of the Jews or a weapon against their enemies.

References to tekhelet as protection against the forces of evil are usually 
in the context of the tekhelet thread of the tsitsit, or in interpretations of the 
following verse: “And Mordecai went forth from the presence of the king in 
royal apparel of tekhelet and white, and with a great crown of gold, and with 
a robe of fine linen and purple” (Esther 8:15). This verse refers to the tekhelet 
garment of Mordecai, worn after the Jews were saved from the genocidal threat 
of Haman, and before the Jews began to kill their non-Jewish enemies.

Consider, in this context, a homily by the Hasidic master Shlomo Rabi-
nowicz of Radomsk (1801–1866).140 In this homily, Rabinowicz elaborates on 
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the vestments of the high priest of ancient Israel, which protected the Jews 
from potential harm by “external entities,” which are the forces of evil in 
kabbalistic parlance. Rabinowicz quotes the verse from the book of Esther, 
stating that “tekhelet horrifies the external forces.” Regarding the next 
verse, “The Jews enjoyed light and gladness, happiness and honor” (Esther 
8:16), Rabinowicz stresses that this good fortune was enjoyed by the Jews 
alone, leading him to conclude that tekhelet offered protection particularly for 
Jews. Moreover, Rabinowicz does not only interpret verses here; he identi-
fies the ancient priests who protected the Israelites from evil external forces 
through their work in the Temple with the later phenomenon of tsaddikim who 
protect the Jews through their prayers.141 He states that the prayer of the 
Hasidic tsaddik protects the Jews against the external forces of evil because 
the tsaddik metaphorically wears a tekhelet garment, like the biblical Mordecai 
and the priests of the Temple.

An example of the protective power of the tsitsit is a statement by Shm-
uel Bornstein of Sochaczew (1855–1926), who claims that the tekhelet of the 
tsitsit blinds the eyes of the external forces.142 We know that most of the Jews 
at this time did not have tekhelet threads on their tsitsit.143 Therefore, it is 
possible to conclude that these leaders did not mean tekhelet literally. They 
used the ancient statement about the apotropaic character of the tsitsit, as at-
tested to by kabbalistic texts, but did not assign practical importance to the 
color blue.

The possibility that the term “tekhelet” was used nominally as a met-
onym for a protective power without referring to a real blue-colored object 
is supported by usages of the term beged tekhelet (a tekhelet-colored garment) 
to denote the aforementioned purple garment of God’s vengeance. In that 
myth, beged tekhelet represents a protective cover of any kind, not necessarily 
a blue garment. As in other texts discussed above, these were Lurianic sources 
that identified the purple garment with beged tekhelet.144 Thus, in two differ
ent contexts—in Safed and in Poland—tekhelet might have become a syn-
onym for a covering shield without it necessarily representing a particular 
color.

Conclusion

This chapter examined associations between the use of the color blue in the 
social realm of early modern Jews and the meanings attributed to that color. 
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As noted, on several occasions in the Ottoman Empire, Jews were forced to 
wear dark-colored clothing and were observed doing so. Jews, who were for-
bidden to wear green clothing (a color reserved for Muslims) and had an 
aversion toward red costumes (as a color of Christianity in Christian coun-
tries and a color of pride and extravagance in general), were actually led to 
develop a preference for dark-colored clothing, including blue. A positive con-
notation of humility was ascribed to black and blue, but the positive atti-
tude toward these colors was also related to the fact that they were neither 
red nor green.

In addition to exploring Ottoman sumptuary laws, I also examined 
perspectives on color in sixteenth-century Safed, a city of kabbalists and 
dyers. The growing discourse on colors in Safedian kabbalah, as well as the 
applications of this discourse in the domain of magic, can be understood 
against the backdrop of the widening general discourse on colors in early 
modern Europe. The Safedian discussion centered on the early modern as-
sociation between a medieval myth of the tekhelet garment of the shekhinah 
and customs of covering in blue that were practiced by Ottoman Jews. Early 
modern kabbalists living in the Ottoman Empire, such as the Safedian kab-
balists Cordovero and Luria, referred to that myth on various occasions, 
developing it significantly. Moreover, some of these kabbalists constituted 
that myth as a prooftext for various practices of using blue objects—in par
ticular, covering oneself with blue textiles, presenting those practices as 
techniques to ward off the evil eye.

The evil eye did not imperil individuals alone; it was also perceived to 
have harmful effects on the national level. Tekhelet was believed to be help-
ful in combating the evil eye of non-Jews turned against the Jewish people. 
The particular association of Jews with tekhelet was not limited to the realm 
of practical magic performed in the present-day physical world. According 
to Cordovero, the ability to use the color blue in order to see the upper 
Temple, which will be built at the End of Days, is possessed by Israelites 
alone. Jews, then, enjoy a mystical and eschatological capacity to see the end 
of times, which are colored blue.

We can conclude that if any color was considered benevolent and protec-
tive for the Jews in the Ottoman context, it was tekhelet, in its interpretation 
or rendering as blue. It was perceived to be a Jewish color not only because 
Muslims were associated with green or with bright colors but also because it 
was associated with the shekhinah, also referred to as Kenesset Yisrael, and to 
which was attributed apotropaic potency.
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From both perspectives—that of the colors of clothing of Ottoman Jews 
and that of the kabbalistic symbolism of tekhelet—the color blue represented 
the vulnerability and passivity of the Jews. From the perspective of the cloth-
ing of Ottoman Jews, adherence to sumptuary laws, combined with the 
humility attributed to the dark colors, represented a sense of submission. 
From the perspective of kabbalah, some sources do depict tekhelet as an active 
force against non-Jews. In the context of the spiritual meanings of dress, 
however, the protective action was more passive in quality. The blue gar-
ments blocked the evil eye of the entity—human or demon—who gazed upon 
them, but they did not utterly incapacitate the dangerous entity.

In the Ashkenazic world, by contrast, the color blue did not take on par
ticular significance. One might speculate that the color red, which was as-
sociated with Christianity, took on the protective role played by tekhelet 
among Jews who lived under Muslim rule, while humility was represented 
by black alone. Nonetheless, there are references in Hasidic sources to the 
protective value of tekhelet for Jews. The primary role of blue in the Hasidic 
world, however, was in the renewal of the tekhelet dye, starting in the 1880s. 
In Chapter 4, we will turn to the history of this renewal and to the Hasidic 
master Rabbi Gershon Henekh Leiner, who broke new ground in the his-
tory of tekhelet.



C h a p t e r   4

The Modern Renaissance 
of the Tekhelet Dye

The discovery in the eighteenth century of Herculaneum and Pompeii, cit-
ies buried in ashes in 79 ce, following the eruption of Mount Vesuvius, re-
vealed an unexpected find: a number of vividly colored murals that survived 
antiquity almost intact. When the excavation of Pompeii intensified at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, a particular blue pigment caught the eye 
of archaeologists and chemists. After Napoleon Bonaparte’s expedition to 
Egypt in the same period, similar blue pigments were found on the walls of 
tombs in Egypt. A comparison of the pigments, conducted with the limited 
tools of the emerging science of chemistry, indicated that these impressive 
pigments were significantly different from other blue pigments known and 
used in the early 1800s.

The ancient Egyptians considered blue to be the most prestigious of 
the colors and made special efforts to produce it.1 The pigment Egyptian 
blue, as it was called, was artificially synthesized by the ancient Egyptians 
because bluish colorants are so rare in nature; today, it is believed to be the 
earliest known synthetic pigment. European scientists, intrigued by this 
unique product, spent a century analyzing and restoring Egyptian blue. For 
example, Jean-Antoine Chaptal (1756–1832), a student of the famous guillo-
tined chemist Antoine Lavoisier, inspected artifacts from Pompeii and 
Egypt. Chaptal, who was also an industrialist, introduced the idea of re-
storing the ancient pigments toward the goal of mass production, based on 
a formula revealed by Roman author and architect Vitruvius (81–15 bce). The 
nineteenth century saw several attempts to chemically analyze this pigment, 
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followed by attempts to reproduce it. By the 1890s, these efforts had achieved 
limited success, with the complete process achieved only a century later.2

The nineteenth-century attempts to restore the production of Egyp-
tian blue were not the only case in which an ancient colorant was lost to 
material history, preserved in texts and archaeological sites, and restored as 
the result of a cooperation between science, industry, and curious spon-
sors. Since the 1880s, the lost or forgotten tekhelet dye has also undergone 
a renaissance. Orthodox Jews—some of them rabbis, scholars, or both—
have begun to research tekhelet and undertake the restoration of the an-
cient dye.

This chapter introduces the tekhelet renaissance from the perspective 
of researchers and producers of the dye. It deals with attempts to restore the 
ancient dye against the backdrop of archaeological and scientific discoveries 
as well as national and messianic aspirations. Chapter 5 will discuss the re-
ception (and rejection) of the newly introduced tekhelet dyes.3 Unlike many 
Orthodox researchers of tekhelet, who are driven by a religious goal to find 
the “real” tekhelet dye in order to enhance their performance of the tekhelet 
commandment, I do not engage with the question of the authenticity of the 
dye. Rather, my goal is to explore the cultural significations of the pursuit 
itself.

I set the stage by presenting the introduction of new colorants in the 
nineteenth century (of which Egyptian blue was but one example), with blu-
ish colorants playing a notable role. I then turn to the Jewish context and 
introduce three stages in the renaissance of tekhelet: (1) the nineteenth-
century tekhelet project of Rabbi Gershon Henekh Leiner (1839–1890) of 
the Polish town Radzyń (Radzin), who introduced a new tekhelet dye in 
1887/88;4 (2) the scientific research on tekhelet conducted by Rabbi Isaac Ha-
levi Herzog (1888–1959) during the first half of the twentieth century; and 
(3) the scientific research on tekhelet conducted in the State of Israel in 
the second half of the twentieth century, culminating in the introduction 
of a second tekhelet dye in the 1980s.

Next, I focus on two challenges faced and debated by all these actors. 
The first is the preparation of the tekhelet dye—the task of identifying a 
marine mollusk and producing a dye that meets the descriptions of the 
ḥillazon and dye in rabbinic literature. The second concerns the hue of tekhelet. 
Finally, I address the messianic impulse shared by these actors—the sense 
that the renewal of tekhelet entails a renewal of the Jewish past and a step 
toward redemption.
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Unlike the previous chapters, this chapter is based not only on textual 
sources but also on correspondence, as well as interviews with prominent 
tekhelet activists and researchers.5 Because the discourse and debate sur-
rounding tekhelet are dynamic and ongoing, this chapter should be read 
as a tentative reflection of the tekhelet renaissance up until the end of 2020.

The Colorful Nineteenth Century

Color has always played an important role in art, literature, science, 
and material culture. However, as noted in Chapter 3, the discourse on 
colors flourished in the early modern period, partially as a result of the 
scientific revolution of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Isaac New-
ton’s groundbreaking Opticks, published in 1704, is a famous example of 
this trend.6

In the nineteenth century, marked by unprecedented scientific and 
industrial advancements, interest in colors grew significantly in both the 
theoretical and practical domains. Within the theoretical discourse, the 
burgeoning scholarship on this subject included works such as Goethe’s in-
fluential theory of colors, published in 1810; John Dalton’s 1794 treatise on 
color blindness, which was part of an intensive discussion of color vision dur-
ing the nineteenth century;7 the color theory of the chemist Michel Eugène 
Chevreul, which inspired many Impressionist painters;8 and the “color-
naming debate,” which involved scholars from various disciplines, especially 
linguists and anthropologists.9 The nineteenth century also gave rise to the 
modern color industry, with factories producing colorants for wide use.10 New 
colorants, such as mauveine, a violet colorant discovered in 1856 by William 
Perkin, represented the revolution brought about by the color industry of 
the nineteenth century.11

Blue colorants were central to this revolution, as the modern color in-
dustry invested particular effort in the production of cheaper synthetic blue 
colors. Between 1704 and 1706, the pigment Prussian blue was discovered by 
accident in Berlin, and came to be considered the first modern synthetic pig-
ment.12 But it was the nineteenth century that saw more notable discoveries 
of blue colorants, with new pigments gradually replacing azurite.13 A syn-
thetic cobalt blue pigment was discovered in 1802, and production began in 
1807.14 Another blue pigment, cerulean blue, was discovered in 1789 by the 
Swiss chemist Albrecht Höpfner, although its commercial production began 
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only in 1860, with the Englishman George Rowney.15 But the most notable 
example of a blue colorant synthesized during the nineteenth century was 
the luxurious ultramarine. In 1824, the French Société d’Encouragement pour 
l’Industrie Nationale offered a prize of 6,000 francs to anyone who could 
produce an inexpensive synthetic ultramarine to replace the extremely ex-
pensive lapis lazuli stone.16 The French chemist Jean-Baptiste Guimet won 
the prize in 1828, but other scientists, such as the German chemist Chris-
tian Gottlob Gmelin, also independently succeeded in producing a synthetic 
ultramarine. In any event, by the 1850s, the production of ultramarine had 
become widespread.17

Another nineteenth-century development in the domain of colorants was 
the research of historical mollusk-based dyes, in addition to the research of 
synthetic historical colorants such as the aforementioned Egyptian blue. This 
interest in mollusks surfaced in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as 
part of the scientific revolution of that period. In particular, from the six-
teenth century onward, several scholars attempted to identify the mollusks 
that were used to produce Tyrian purple in antiquity.18 Some of them found 
species of living mollusks from which colorant could be produced, not only 
on Mediterranean shores but even in America; they speculated that these 
mollusks were also used in earlier periods. Among the most famous of 
these scholars was the seventeenth-century English naturalist William Cole, 
who found living mollusks in England and experimented with the produc-
tion of colorants, showing how exposure of the secretion to sunlight causes 
the transition of hues.19

Research on Tyrian purple advanced significantly in the nineteenth 
century, helped along by growing scientific interest in marine biology and 
the industrialization of colorant production. One advance was in the field of 
archaeology: numerous broken shells were found at several sites on the Med-
iterranean shore and elsewhere, indicating their use for the preparation of 
dyes.20 These shells were of two species of mollusks: Murex trunculus and 
Murex brandaris. Both are snails (that is, they belong to the class of gastro-
pods) in the same family (Muricidae). Their shells are similar in appearance 
to those of a fish, with a rough, spiny texture.21 Another step forward took 
place in the research on the chemical composition of colorants produced from 
marine mollusks. In several studies published between 1832 and 1860, the Ital-
ian chemist Bartolomeo Bizio (1791–1862) described the origin and chemical 
properties of the secretions of these two species. Bizio argued that the dye 
derived from Murex trunculus was a bluish purple, whereas a reddish Tyrian 
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purple was produced from Murex brandaris.22 In 1859, the French zoologist 
Henri de Lacaze-Duthiers (1821–1901) reported that he had seen a fisherman 
produce a colorant from Murex snails. In his comprehensive work Mémoire 
sur la pourpre, he presented three species from which dyes can be produced: 
Murex trunculus, Murex brandaris, and Purpura haemastoma, which is today 
known as Thais haemastoma or Stramonita haemastoma (see Figure 1 in the 
color plates). He also argued, against Bizio, that the basic color produced by 
both Murex snails was violet.23 A debate between the two scientists ensued.24 
The Egyptologist Alexander Dedekind (1856–1940) published a four-volume 
work, Ein Beitrag zur Purpurkunde (1898–1911), in which he argued in sup-
port of Lacaze-Duthiers’s claim that the basic color produced by the Murex 
species is violet and not blue (although blue can occasionally be seen).

By the end of the nineteenth century, scientists realized that colorants 
could be produced from the Murex species that live in the Mediterranean 
Sea, and that it might be possible to produce a bluish hue from these spe-
cies. The situation was ripe for the renewal of tekhelet.

Gershon Henekh Leiner and the Discovery  
of a New Tekhelet

In 1887, the Hasidic leader Rabbi Gershon Henekh Leiner of the Polish town 
Radzyń announced that he had discovered a marine mollusk that could be 
accepted as the ḥillazon; in 1888, he announced that he had succeeded in pro-
ducing a tekhelet dye from the secretion of that mollusk. He began produc-
ing sets of tsitsit with a thread of that dye, and distributed them to his 
followers and other interested parties. Leiner’s efforts should be understood 
against the backdrop of the aforementioned nineteenth-century interest in 
colorants, particularly mollusk-based colorants. No less importantly, Leiner 
was one of the most creative rabbis of his time; an innovator in the domain 
of Jewish traditional culture, he initiated several projects intended to enhance 
the religious world in which he lived.25

Hasidic historiography presents Leiner as an extraordinary autodidact 
who knew several languages; he was a healer who gave his patients medical 
prescriptions in Latin, a painter, and a musician—and he made remarkable 
achievements in Torah scholarship.26 Leiner’s creativity was manifested first 
and foremost in his extensive literary activity.27 His first major project was 
conducted in his early twenties, and may have begun even earlier: he collected 
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the Hasidic teachings of his grandfather and published them in the book 
Mei hashiloaḥ (1860). Another expression of his creativity, more relevant to 
the discussion of tekhelet, was the compilation and publication of a missing 
Talmudic text that might have never existed as such, but Leiner decided to 
reconstruct it anyway, calling it Sidrei tohorot (Laws of purity). The first 
volume of this work appeared in 1873; it elicited controversy among Ortho-
dox rabbis, and Leiner, himself a fierce polemicist, responded in kind. The 
project of Sidrei tohorot shared with tekhelet an aim to upgrade the religious 
level of Orthodox Jewish life. But while Sidrei tohorot was the creation of a 
text that had never before existed, tekhelet was a ritual with a concrete 
history of performance. In this way, the tekhelet project was more deeply 
rooted in Jewish history.

The tekhelet initiative, which occupied Leiner for the last three years 
of his life, can be described as the culmination of his creative-polemical char-
acter. I will elaborate on the social and religious context of this initiative in 
Chapter 5. In this section, I focus on the project itself: the production of the 
tekhelet dye—the search for the ḥillazon and the extraction of its dye.

Our knowledge of Leiner’s project derives first and foremost from three 
books he wrote on the subject. In 1887, Leiner published a small book, Sefu-
nei temunei ḥol (Treasures hidden in the sand; based on Deut. 33:19).28 In this 
book, Leiner argued that the squid Sepia officinalis, known in English as the 
common cuttlefish, is the tekhelet ḥillazon,29 asserting that it conformed to 
all the halakhic requirements stipulated for the ḥillazon.30 Leiner also an-
nounced that the squid was brought to him with some of its ink. He wrote 
that the Sepia officinalis used the ink to distract predators and that he in-
tended to produce a dye from it.

In 1888, Leiner published another book, Petil tekhelet (Cord of tekhelet; 
following Num. 15:38).31 Leiner wrote that in the first book, he had only in-
troduced the possibility of restoring tekhelet; but in the second book, after 
further investigation, he had become more confident. In Petil tekhelet, he fur-
ther investigated the Sepia officinalis and expressed his growing certainty 
that this mollusk adhered to the requirements of the ancient rabbis. In this 
second book, Leiner also announced that his project had advanced to the 
practical stage of tekhelet production.32 As he became more confident, how-
ever, more criticism was directed at his project, and he felt obliged to re-
spond to the emerging critiques of his endeavor.33

In Petil tekhelet, Leiner wrote that he had seen the Sepia officinalis in an 
aquarium in Naples, Italy.34 This must have been in the Stazione Zoologica, 
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a research institute founded in 1872 and opened in 1874 on the coast of Na-
ples, which contained several aquarium tanks with various marine animals.35 
Leiner had probably traveled to Italy as part of his family citron business.36 
He also wrote that he had acquired some of the ink of the Sepia officinalis 
and conducted experiments in producing a dye from it.

Leiner began producing his tekhelet in his court in Radzyń from the 
secretion of the Sepia officinalis, though the legitimacy of the resulting dye 
was called into question, as we shall see below. Notwithstanding the critique, it 
is clear that Leiner sent his tekhelet to everyone who requested it, as we can 
conclude from various testimonies: contemporaneous opponents wrote that 
the price of Leiner’s tekhelet was high, while reports in the Jewish press of 
the time attested that he supplied it at no cost to those who could not afford 
to buy it.37 The same reports recounted several violent controversies between 
those who had placed Leiner’s tekhelet on their tsitsit and those who opposed 
the use of the Sepia officinalis dye. From the press reports, it is reasonable to 
assume that Leiner’s followers, the Radzin Hasidim, adopted their master’s 
tekhelet as soon as it was introduced. Additionally, another group of Hasidim 
of the Bratslav group adopted Leiner’s tekhelet, although we do not know 
when and to what extent.38

Leiner was not the first to have identified the ḥillazon with the Sepia 
officinalis. The German Hebraist Johannes Buxtorf (1564–1629) and the Ger-
man Bible scholar Johann David Michaelis (1717–1791) proposed that Sepia 
officinalis was the tekhelet ḥillazon. The Polish maskil (proponent of Jewish 
enlightenment) Joseph Schönhak (1812–1870) wrote that in general, the term 
ḥillazon refers to a snail (schnecke, in German and Yiddish). However, since 
according to the Talmud the ḥillazon of tekhelet should resemble a fish, 
Schönhak supported the Sepia officinalis, even though this mollusk was not 
rare and expensive, as the Talmud described it to be.39 These three prece
dents in support of the Sepia officinalis were known already in the times of 
Leiner, as one of his critics mentioned them in a review published immedi-
ately following the publication of Leiner’s second book.40

Leiner was also not the first in his day to raise the idea of restoring the 
tekhelet dye. This possibility had been raised in the book Besamim rosh, at-
tributed to the medieval rabbi Asher ben Yeḥiel, known as the “Rosh,” but 
actually written by the eighteenth-century German rabbi and covert maskil 
Shaul Berlin (1740–1794).41 The author of Besamim rosh presented a (possibly 
imaginary) legal question describing a mollusk and asking whether the lost 
ḥillazon had been found. A brief discussion developed over the characteristics 



108	 Chapter 4

of the mollusk, as well as the hue of the resulting dye.42 In his second book, 
Leiner admitted that he was aware of the discussion in Besamim rosh and 
that he was not the first to raise the possibility of restoring the tekhelet 
commandment.43 Nor was Leiner the first to combine an empirical discus-
sion on colors with a kabbalistic elaboration (as we will see below). Another 
maskil, Isaac Satanow (1733–1805), penned a book, Imrei bina (Statements of 
wisdom), intended to show that kabbalah and science do not contradict each 
other.44 This book contains a few paragraphs on colors as representations of 
the sefirot, in which the emphasis is on the color tekhelet, together with its 
kabbalistic characteristics, and on sefirah malkhut as a representation of tekhe-
let. Satanow wrote that the seven colors manifested in a prism and in the 
rainbow are the seven colors associated by kabbalistic sources to the seven 
lower sefirot. Tekhelet gathers all colors as malkhut receives all the divine 
influx.45

To what extent did Leiner’s innovation reflect the science of his time? 
Although Leiner belonged to the Orthodox Jewish world and opposed the 
maskilim,46 he did not avoid referring to contemporaneous scientific knowl-
edge. When he described the Sepia officinalis, he noted that it had been men-
tioned in the latest research, including Darwin’s writings.47 He also used 
Latin terms to characterize the Sepia officinalis; for example, he deployed the 
term “chromotropy” to describe its changing colors, thereby expressing some 
familiarity with color terminology (quite unexpectedly for a nineteenth-
century Hasidic leader). His account of the history of tekhelet demonstrated 
some acquaintance with ancient dyes and seems to refer to Egyptian blue 
and Tyrian purple. He referred to the preciousness and the high price of such 
dyes, as well as their disappearance from material culture. He also empha-
sized the difficulty of producing those dyes.

Leiner did not, however, indicate the sources of his scientific knowledge. 
He explicitly mentioned “new books of research,”48 but it is doubtful that he 
read original books of history and science such as Pliny’s Naturalis historia 
or Newton’s Opticks. More likely, he was exposed to scientific knowledge 
through other Jewish authors who had themselves read that literature. We 
know that Leiner consulted more than one edition of the ‘Arukh, the influ-
ential medieval Talmudic dictionary: he explicitly mentioned Binyamin 
Musafia’s seventeenth-century additions to the ‘Arukh, in which the author 
referred to some scientific knowledge of his day,49 as well as a nineteenth-
century edition in which terms were translated to German.50 He may have 
read nineteenth-century texts in Hebrew, written by Jewish maskilim, that 
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mediated scientific knowledge for Hebrew readers—particularly the writings 
of Eastern European maskilim, which would have been more accessible to 
the Eastern European Hasidic leader.51

In his first book, Leiner introduced ten Talmudic criteria for identify-
ing the ḥillazon: (1) the appearance of the ḥillazon is tekhelet and similar to 
the sea;52 (2) it resembles a fish; (3) it has tendons and bones; (4) it has an 
external cover or shell; (5) it has elongated organs around its head; (6) it has 
organs that resemble a snake; (7) its secretion (rather than the dye produced) 
is black; (8) it tends to bury itself in the sand; (9) it has a secretion that is 
not its blood; and (10) it can come out of the sea.53

Each of these criteria was derived from a reference to the ḥillazon in rab-
binic literature—the Talmudim, midrashim, and even Maimonides—and 
presented by Leiner as a requirement that must be met by any candidate for 
the authentic ḥillazon. In his second book, written after he saw the Sepia 
officinalis squid in Italy, Leiner reorganized his arguments and added another 
criterion: that the ḥillazon should have its origins in Italy.54 In his third book, 
Leiner defended these eleven criteria against critique.55

It is worth mentioning that rabbinic sources do not explicitly define these 
scattered references as “criteria” (or simanei ha-ḥillazon, as Leiner termed 
them). Rather, such references can be interpreted as descriptions of the 
ḥillazon. It was probably Leiner who was the first to introduce a subset of 
the references to the ḥillazon as criteria for identification. Future discussions 
on the topic of tekhelet accepted Leiner’s general approach but disagreed 
about what references should be included in the set of criteria and how they 
should be interpreted. Significantly, no one has ever found any specific mol-
lusk that fits all the rabbinic references. Some references characterize cer-
tain species, while other references characterize others. Hence, various 
opinions adopt specific sets of references as their criteria.

What was Leiner’s purpose in his tekhelet renewal project? Leiner pre-
sented his project as an attempt to restore a forgotten commandment. Shaul 
Magid, pursuing a deeper motivation that applies to more than a single proj
ect, has suggested that Leiner’s efforts on behalf of tekhelet are “part of a 
broader project of revealing the concealed unity in all Jewish literature.”56 
Throughout his work, Leiner attempted to extract a single coherent under-
standing of tekhelet from diverse types of Jewish sources, and thereby to es-
tablish a common thread between them. Magid also suggested that “this act 
of literary reconstruction, which involved synthesizing apparently disparate 
literary traditions, was based on the common kabbalistic notion that gathering 
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the fallen sparks of holiness was a prelude to the messianic era.”57 Moreover, 
by arguing for such unity between Maimonidean rationalism and kabbalis-
tic mysticism, writes Magid, Leiner aimed to provide a rejoinder to maskilim 
who claimed that there was a bifurcation between rational and mystical 
Judaism. In this context, Leiner sought to offer an Orthodox approach to 
Jewish tradition that would serve as an alternative to the modernizing 
tendencies of the Jewish enlightenment.58 While I agree with Magid, I would 
go a step further and suggest that the tekhelet renewal project contributed 
to the unity of Jewish culture not only in its synthesis of disparate tradi-
tions; it constituted a broad corrective to the halakhic system, an attempt to 
supply a vital missing component: a forgotten commandment. Below, I will 
suggest additional messianic aspects of Leiner’s tekhelet project.

Leiner died in 1890. His third book on tekhelet, Eyn hatekhelet (The 
fountain/spring of tekhelet), was published later that year. In this book, which 
is mostly a response to what seems to have been a widespread critique of his 
project, Leiner announced that the production of tekhelet had increased in 
scale. Although Leiner’s tekhelet was adopted by his followers, as well as 
some members of the Bratslav Hasidic group, they were relatively limited in 
number.

Herzog and the Beginning of Scientific 
Research of Tekhelet

The second stage of the modern renaissance of tekhelet is marked by the 
activities of Isaac Halevi Herzog, one of the leaders of religious Zionism in 
the first half of the twentieth century, who served as the chief rabbi of Ire-
land and later of the State of Israel. Herzog also took an interest in the an-
cient tekhelet dye and researched the topic for his doctoral dissertation, 
which was submitted in 1913 to the University of London.59 This was the 
first academic research to be performed on tekhelet.

While both men were Orthodox rabbis, Herzog, in his approach, di-
verged significantly from Leiner, and his work took place in a different con-
text. Leiner’s project was part of a larger Orthodox Jewish endeavor to prove 
the unity of all Jewish literature in the face of modern attempts to show its 
fragmented nature. Science played a marginal role in the service of this goal; 
scientific achievements were required for Leiner’s tekhelet project only to the 
extent that they supported his primary ideological aim. Herzog’s project, 
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however, was driven by an overt attempt to connect science and religion. It 
seems that for Herzog, science was not inferior to religion. Scientific con-
clusions could influence his religious decisions, just as religious texts could 
inform scientific research.60 This difference in the role attributed to science 
is reflected by the references to scientists in the works of both tekhelet pio-
neers. Leiner mentioned scientific statements only in vague terms; his sources 
of information are not at all clear and might have been long outdated. By 
contrast, Herzog referred explicitly to the leading experts and scientific dis-
coveries of his time, corresponding and sometimes even debating with sev-
eral of these experts. Still, like Leiner, Herzog accorded great importance to 
the rabbinic references to tekhelet. Although Herzog did not refrain from 
changing his opinion upon the discovery of new evidence, he preferred to 
cite scientists whose opinions were congruent with Talmudic sources, as we 
will see below.

Herzog’s starting point was the production and use of purple dye in an-
tiquity, which served as a background for his main discussion of tekhelet. 
He introduced the characteristics of purple dye, and surveyed practices of pur-
ple dyeing among various ancient cultures: Phoenician (from which emerged 
the term Tyrian purple), Egyptian, Mesopotamian, and Israelite.61 After 
providing this background, Herzog delved into the Israelite tekhelet. His pri-
mary concern was the identification of the marine mollusks from which 
tekhelet may have been made in the past and whose use could be restored in the 
future. He began by surveying references to the ḥillazon in rabbinic sources,62 
and then discussed actual candidates for the ḥillazon in accordance with con-
temporaneous research about mollusk-based dyeing.63

Herzog surveyed several scholarly works that proposed candidates for the 
source of purple dye, noting that most of them did not mention the Jewish 
purple, or tekhelet. Among those few who did refer to tekhelet, Herzog dis-
agreed with those that proposed squid, such as Leiner’s Sepia officinalis, as a 
source.64 He mentioned that the color of Sepia officinalis is not the color of 
the sea, as is stipulated in the Talmud; more generally, he believed that the 
ḥillazon should be a snail rather than a squid. He particularly singled out for 
disagreement the work of Alexander Dedekind, one of the few leading sci-
entists to refer explicitly to tekhelet; Dedekind insisted that the Murex trun-
culus snail was the source of tekhelet.65 Herzog wrote that the characteristics 
of the Murex trunculus do not perfectly correspond to the rabbinic charac-
teristics of the ḥillazon.66 Herzog also wrote that scientists of his time dis-
agreed about the possibility of producing a blue dye from the secretion of 
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the Murex trunculus snail. Hence, while Herzog expressed polite admiration 
for Dedekind, he was reluctant to accept his conclusion that Murex snails 
were the source of the ancient dye.67

Instead, Herzog decided to introduce a third mollusk: the snail called 
Helix janthina, identified in Linnaeus as Helix ianthina or Janthina janthina. 
The Janthina mollusk is a snail like Murex trunculus (both belong to the gas-
tropod class among the mollusks), but it belongs to a different family. Its 
shell is rounder than that of the Muricidae and has a purplish hue. Like 
Leiner’s proposal of the Sepia officinalis squid, Herzog’s suggestion also had 
precedents. The German Bible scholar Wilhelm Gesenius (1786–1842) sug-
gested in his thesaurus that Janthina was the tekhelet ḥillazon.68 In addition 
to Gesenius, Herzog found support in Louis Germain (1878–1942) of the Mu-
séum National d’Histoire Naturelle, who, in response to Herzog’s query, 
stated: “The only mollusks of the Mediterranean that can produce blue dye 
are the Janthinas.”69

But Herzog did not abandon the Murex snail entirely. The Murex op-
tion had several advantages that the Janthina option lacked. For example, as 
noted above, pits of empty Murex shells had been found among the archaeo-
logical remains at the eastern coast of the Mediterranean basin, hinting at 
the possibility that these pits were part of local dye houses. Hence, Herzog 
suggested that both snails were used for dyeing, each under different cir-
cumstances.70 While both Murex trunculus and Janthina janthina met most 
of the requirements for the ḥillazon, each lacked a critical element. The Mu-
rex had a problem with the hue. At that time, only a violet (and not blue) 
dye could be extracted from it, while Herzog believed that the hue of tekhe-
let must be blue.71 Regarding the Janthina, the hue of its secretion seemed 
to fit the Talmudic characterizations, but there was no evidence that its se-
cretions had been used for dye, as opposed to the archaeological findings that 
attested to the use of the Murex.72 Ultimately, Herzog voted for the Janthina.

After reaching a tentative conclusion regarding the identification of the 
ḥillazon, Herzog moved on to discuss the tekhelet dye. He analyzed various 
Jewish opinions about the hue of tekhelet, arguing that the hue of tekhelet 
was probably blue, and not other hues that were sometimes associated with 
tekhelet, such as green or violet.73 He also discussed the process of dyeing 
and other aspects of the dye itself.74

As no bluish dye had actually been produced by then, either by the Mu-
rex or the Janthina, the only claimant for the title of tekhelet on the basis of 
this criterion was still the Radzin dye, which Herzog decided to inspect. Ex-
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pressing significant respect for Leiner, Herzog reported that he sent the 
Radzin tekhelet off for chemical inspection in two famed laboratories: the 
Manufacture Nationale des Gobelins in Paris; and the Department of Tinc-
torial Chemistry and Dyeing of the University of Leeds, in the United King-
dom. The chemical analysis revealed that the Radzin tekhelet was actually 
Prussian blue, which was known to be a synthetic colorant not originating 
solely from a marine mollusk.75 That is, the dye produced for Leiner was 
manipulated in such a way that it lacked organic elements and was actually 
identical to the Prussian blue colorant, which is made from other, non-mollusk 
sources. In other words, the experts concluded that it was impossible to 
produce a blue dye from the black secretion of the Sepia officinalis, so that an 
additional material must have been added to the secretion. Herzog specu-
lated that “it would seem that the late Hasidic chief was victimized by some 
fraudulent Italian chemist.”76

Leiner began his tekhelet project at the age of forty-eight and died about 
three years later; Herzog submitted his dissertation at the age of twenty-
five, and his longer life allowed him to deal with the subject for more than 
forty-five years afterward. In the following decades, he continued to engage 
in scientific and religious discourse about tekhelet. In his later years, he 
endeavored to move the project into a practical phase: to hunt the ḥillazon, 
attempt to produce a colorant from the secretion, and dye wool with the 
resulting colorant.77

Herzog’s research remained in English and was virtually unknown to 
the public, particularly to readers of Hebrew, until the 1930s, when he pub-
lished a series of articles in Hebrew in the Orthodox journal ha-Hed, with 
the aim of summarizing his 1913 dissertation for Hebrew readers.78 This pub-
lication both exposed his research to a wider public and generated some 
criticism.79 Decades after Herzog wrote his dissertation, he continued to seek 
financial support for its publication, a request that makes clear that he saw 
his tekhelet research as a lifelong project.80

In 1936, Herzog was appointed Ashkenazic chief rabbi of the Land of 
Israel under the British Mandate. Documents at the Israel State Archives 
show that Herzog leveraged his authoritative position to promote the research 
of tekhelet, including practical experiments. He also asked for the assistance 
of members of his family, especially his sister Esther Goldberg, who was then 
living temporarily in Europe; he requested that Esther deliver letters and 
materials to some of his contacts. In addition, Herzog looked for ancient 
vessels that had been colored using pigments derived from snails, and asked 
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Rabbi Shlomo Sasson to go to the British Museum with one of Herzog’s 
relatives to inspect the colorants.81

Upon the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, Herzog was ap-
pointed the Ashkenazic chief rabbi of the State of Israel. After his appoint-
ment, his research of the dyes—especially the possibility of producing a 
colorant from Janthina secretions—intensified because he could now ask for 
the assistance of Israeli state institutions in the name of his office. For ex-
ample, Herzog consulted regularly with Shimon Fritz Bodenheimer (1897–
1959), a prominent Israeli zoologist at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.82 
He asked the Fisheries Research Station (Ha-Taḥana le-Ḥeker ha-Da’ig ha-
Yami), at the port of Haifa, to extract snail secretions (I have no informa-
tion about the results of that request), and renewed his communication with 
the Gobelins Manufactory in France with the aid of the Israeli consulate and 
diplomats.83 Between 1949 and 1951, Herzog corresponded with the Swiss-
French chemist Rodolphe Pfister (1867–1955), who was the first to find an-
cient (Roman) mollusk-colored textiles in the Middle East.84 Herzog shared 
his research with Pfister, but the latter was skeptical about the Janthina op-
tion proposed by Herzog because the produced dye was not steadfast enough. 
Still, Pfister sent Herzog recipes for the production of dyes from both Murex 
and Janthina, which Herzog forwarded to the staff of the Fisheries Research 
Station in Haifa.85

While Herzog attempted to promote the study of his preferred candi-
date for the ḥillazon, the Janthina snail, he never totally rejected other op-
tions, such as Leiner’s tekhelet. I noted above that in his dissertation, Herzog 
disqualified Leiner’s tekhelet. However, careful inspection of Herzog’s writ-
ings, both his published writings and his unpublished writing in his personal 
archive, reveals that he later felt more ambivalent about this matter. In a letter 
from 1936 published in ha-Hed (about two years after his articles on tekhelet), 
Herzog wrote that although he had previously held the opinion, supported 
by contemporaneous scientists, that the Radzin tekhelet had been made from 
the ink of the Sepia officinalis by fraudulent means, he now admitted, follow-
ing conversations with Leiner’s nephew, that there was no hidden component 
or procedure in the Radzin tekhelet. Herzog further stated that those scien-
tists who asserted that a blue color could not be made from the black ink had 
made their claim based on hypotheses rather than experiments.86 Herzog 
still considered the other snails that he mentioned in his dissertation (Murex 
and Janthina) serious candidates for the role of the ḥillazon, but it seems 
that by the 1930s, Herzog had accepted the Radzin tekhelet as potentially 
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legitimate and did not reject it, as he had in his dissertation. He so aspired 
to restore the ancient tekhelet dye that he was willing to accept any dye that 
conformed to the rabbinic references.

Herzog once again reversed his opinion on the Radzin tekhelet in the 
1950s. In 1951, the Israeli branch of the Radzin Hasidim announced in the Israeli 
press that they had rediscovered their tekhelet after its loss during the Holo-
caust.87 In the wake of that announcement and a demonstration of the dyeing 
process,88 the leader of the New York branch of the Radzin Hasidim, Rabbi 
Yeruḥam Leiner, asked Herzog to inspect the newly announced tekhelet.89 
Herzog then initiated an analysis of a fabric dyed using the renewed dye. In 
February 1952, he sent a sample of dyed fabric to the Gobelins Manufactory in 
Paris, asking whether it was possible that it had been dyed using the secre-
tion of Sepia officinalis. According to Herzog, Gobelins responded with a 
report stating that “it is quite likely that the thing is genuine,” referring to the 
claim that blue was obtained from Sepia officinalis.90

Disturbed by this indecisive response from Gobelins, Herzog began a 
correspondence with William Bradley of the Department of Colour Science 
of the University of Leeds, asking for his opinion.91 On Bradley’s request, 
Herzog contacted the chief rabbi of Rome, asking him to send mollusks avail-
able only in Italy to the British scientist.92 Bradley initially reported that 
blue could not be produced from the secretion of the Sepia officinalis; shortly 
after, however, he expressed a more hesitant opinion, proposing to make an 
additional examination.93 Eventually he wrote, after he became acquainted 
with the recipe of the Radzin tekhelet, that the secretion of the Sepia offici-
nalis was not required for producing the blue dye.94 This seemed to support 
Herzog’s initial opinion. Herzog then turned once again to Gobelins and 
asked for another assessment. The subsequent report from March 24, 1953, 
expressed a more decisive opinion, stating that blue could not be obtained 
from the secretion of Sepia officinalis.95 Eventually, Herzog accepted the opin-
ion that blue cannot be produced from the secretions of Sepia officinalis 
without the addition of other components. Hence, he concluded that the 
Radzin tekhelet could not have been made solely by a secretion of the ḥillazon, 
and therefore could not be considered true tekhelet.

Herzog enthusiastically looked for any evidence to mollusk-dyed textiles 
and other artifacts. He was disappointed that an American expedition that 
searched for the tomb of the queen of Sheba did not find such artifacts;96 he 
established a connection with the director of the Museum of the Vatican 
about possible mollusk-dyed textiles,97 but he was disappointed by a negative 



116	 Chapter 4

response from that museum about remaining artifacts of the plundered 
Jewish temple.98

What motivated Herzog in his research on tekhelet and later attempts 
to restore the dye? In his study of Herzog’s legal project, Alexander Kaye 
argues that Herzog was ambivalent toward European civilization, as dem-
onstrated by “his assertion of the superiority of Judaism coupled with his 
tendency to measure that superiority against modern European standards.”99 
Although Kaye is referring here to Herzog’s approach to Jewish and Euro
pean legal systems, perhaps this ambivalence can also explain Herzog’s ac-
tivities in the later stages of his tekhelet project. Herzog used several state 
institutions to advance the restoration of ancient tekhelet: the Hebrew Uni-
versity, the Fisheries Research Station, and the Israeli Embassy in Paris. He 
seems to have believed in the supremacy of halakhah (Jewish law) in the 
modern State of Israel. According to such an opinion, it is the purpose of 
the modern Israeli state to promote the performance of halakhah.

Notwithstanding Herzog’s devotion to the research of tekhelet for al-
most five decades, his research did not lead to the practical production of 
any dye. It was only after his death that his efforts reached fruition, thanks 
to new archaeological findings, as well as advances in the research and tech-
nology of chemistry.

The (Re)Invention of a New Dye in the 
Twentieth Century

The second tekhelet dye, which was introduced in the 1980s, was based on a 
successful attempt to produce a bluish dye from the secretion of the Murex 
trunculus snail. This achievement resulted from an interest in tekhelet that 
had been growing since the 1960s, manifested in three separate, yet occa-
sionally intersecting, research paths that would eventually bring about the 
introduction of the Murex tekhelet: (1) the secular Zionist archeological ex-
cavations in the Judaean desert, which drew the interest of Sidney Edel-
stein; (2) the Modern Orthodox project of the Talmudic Encyclopedia, which 
attracted Israel Ziderman to the pursuit of tekhelet; and (3) the Hasidic con-
text of the Radzin tekhelet, which intrigued Otto Elsner.

The first research path was marked by the entrepreneurship of Sidney 
Milton Edelstein (1912–1994), a Jewish American chemist, textile industri-
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alist, and donor to Israeli universities.100 Edelstein wrote that in 1960, the 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem asked for his assistance in identifying dyed 
textiles that had been discovered in excavations in the Judaean desert con-
ducted by Israeli archaeologist Yigael Yadin.101 Edelstein analyzed the find-
ings in his private laboratory in the United States. One find was a purplish 
piece of wool that was suspected to have been dyed using a mollusk secre-
tion but turned out to have been dyed using other materials. Edelstein’s re-
sults and conclusions were published in the excavation reports, raising the 
interest of the Radzin Hasidim, who asked him to analyze their tekhelet. 
Edelstein’s conclusion was identical to Herzog’s: that the Radzin tekhelet was 
not produced solely from the secretion of the squid. Rather, other compo-
nents had been added to the dye, thereby creating the synthetic Prussian blue. 
In 1969, Edelstein was first exposed to Herzog’s dissertation, which played 
an important role in his project: “My interest was aroused because I was look-
ing for [a] Halakhic authority which could help me to find out how to pre-
pare the true tekhelet. At that time I had visions of once again restoring the 
industry in Israel so that the ṣiṣit could be dyed in the original way with real 
tekhelet.”102 Believing that Jewish texts should be the sources, even the pre-
scriptions, for the restoration of the ancient tekhelet, and equipped with Her-
zog’s religious authority, Edelstein took the next step, which was to initiate 
a scientific endeavor in order to produce the desired tekhelet:

In 1972, I became active at Haifa University in helping to set up a 
Centre for Maritime Studies. In my meetings with the head of the 
Centre, Dr. [Elisha] Linder, I was requested to make suggestions 
for research work. I suggested that the Centre should undertake a 
real study for the various sea snails which might be the source of 
tekhelet. It was agreed that this should best be done by a marine 
biologist. We felt that the right way to study the problem was to 
examine the various sea animals under live conditions, make dye 
from their secretions, and use the thesis of Rabbi Herzog as a Hal-
akhic guide. . . . ​For the first time, a true scientific biological study 
was begun by Dr. [Ehud] Spanier and his associates, and continued 
over several years.103

Edelstein himself did not take an active part in the search for the mollusks 
or the preparation of the dye; he was an initiator, and his actions pushed 
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others to take up the gauntlet. The resulting research by the marine biolo-
gist Ehud Spanier and his associates provided the mollusks for the two other 
independent research efforts on the subject: the projects of Israel Ziderman 
and Otto Elsner.

Israel Ziderman (b. 1936), who served as a senior scientist at the Israel 
Fiber Institute, was first drawn to the issue of tekhelet in 1969, when the 
editors of the Talmudic Encyclopedia asked him to evaluate Herzog’s disser-
tation for the preparation of the article “Ḥillazon.”104 Like Edelstein, Zider-
man also began researching the subject, basing his efforts on Herzog’s 
dissertation. A biochemist and an Orthodox Jew, he combined scientific in-
vestigation with religious-legalistic considerations. In the 1970s, he became 
acquainted with the Center for Maritime Studies of the University of Haifa 
and contacted Ehud Spanier, who sent Ziderman some live Murex snails. 
From those snails, Ziderman succeeded in producing a violet dye that he 
identified as tekhelet. In 1984, he founded Keren Hatekhelet (Tekhelet Foun-
dation) “in order to promote the perpetuation of Rabbi Herzog’s study.”105 
The association did not achieve the goals set by its founder and eventually 
closed its doors in 1994.

The third research path was spearheaded by Otto Elsner, a textile ex-
pert and professor at the Shenkar College of Engineering and Design in Ra-
mat Gan, Israel. Elsner was attracted to tekhelet when a group of Radzin 
Hasidim asked for his help in improving the tekhelet that they had prepared 
according to a procedure attributed to their rebbe, Gershon Henekh Leiner. 
Elsner wrote that he immediately understood that the Radzin tekhelet was 
not the “real” tekhelet and refused to cooperate with them. It seems that he 
suspected that this was a fraud. Nevertheless, the request of the Radzin Ha-
sidim sparked his interest in the subject. He conducted extensive research 
on tekhelet and concluded that as long as there was no archaeological evi-
dence of dyed tsitsit, one could not draw definite conclusions. He also adopted 
the premise, which was actually a personal impression, that the hue of tekhe-
let must be blue.106 It was only after he began cooperating with Ehud Span-
ier from Haifa University that he obtained mollusks for his experiments. 
Eventually, in the mid-1980s, Elsner and Spanier succeeded in producing a 
blue hue from a Murex secretion by exposing the solution of the dissolved 
pigment to the sun.107 Elsner explicitly stated that this result was based on 
a study conducted by two German scientists.108 Nevertheless, later narratives 
of tekhelet would describe it as a serendipitous and original theoretical 
innovation.



	 The Modern Renaissance of the Tekhelet Dye	 119

Although some of the aforementioned figures were Orthodox Jews who 
wanted to renew the laws of tekhelet, all of them remained within the do-
main of academic research. It was Rabbi Eliyahu Tavger (b. 1960) who actu-
ally took the scientific achievements out of the laboratory and applied them 
to religious life. Tavger’s attention was drawn to the ongoing tekhelet re-
search in 1986 by Menachem Burstein (b. 1956), an Orthodox rabbi who was 
interested in tekhelet and later published a comprehensive monograph on 
the topic.109 Based on his reading of the Talmud, Tavger believed that the 
color tekhelet must be blue, but when he tried to produce dyes from snails, 
the result was always purple-red. Only when Elsner succeeded in producing 
the color blue was Tavger convinced that the true tekhelet had finally been 
found. Consequently, he began dyeing his tsitsit with that blue dye.

In 1991, three American Orthodox Jews contacted Ziderman regarding 
tekhelet: Yoel Guberman, who had vowed to promote the tsitsit law among 
Jews in the wake of a personal tragedy; and two of his friends, Ari Greens-
pan and Baruch Sterman. Ziderman introduced them to Tavger, and the four 
of them joined Ziderman’s Keren Hatekhelet with a practical objective: to 
promote the research, production, and adoption of tekhelet. Eventually, 
Tavger, Guberman, Greenspan, and Sterman left the foundation and founded 
Ptil Tekhelet, which aimed “to produce tekhelet strings and promote research 
and educational projects.” Although Ziderman’s Keren Hatekhelet was the 
first tekhelet association, the younger Ptil Tekhelet became the more prom-
inent organization to promote the research, production, and dissemination 
of tekhelet.

A continuing frustration for advocates of tekhelet was the absence of 
mollusk-dyed textiles in archaeological findings of the southern Levant (let 
alone the “smoking gun” of a mollusk-dyed tsitsit). This impasse came to an 
end in 2011, with two findings from the Judaean desert. In 2011, Zvi C. Koren, 
an analytical chemist and director of the Edelstein Center for the Analysis of 
Ancient Artifacts at Shenkar College of Engineering and Design, introduced 
for the first time a blue-violet piece of textile dyed using the Murex, found in the 
excavations of Masada.110 In 2013, Naama Sukenik of the Israel Antiquities 
Authority and her collaborators presented three pieces of Murex-dyed textiles, 
one with a blue-green hue, and suggested that this dye might be the ancient 
tekhelet (for one of these pieces, see Figure 3 in the color plates).111

The success in producing an indigo-blue color from Murex secretions dur-
ing the 1980s resulted in a wave of publications on the topic of tekhelet. While 
some publications opposed the Murex tekhelet (as we will see in Chapter  5), 
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many were favorable. The pioneering work was the collection of studies The 
Royal Purple and Biblical Blue, which was published in 1987. This work, with a 
preface by Edelstein, contained Herzog’s dissertation, followed by new scientific 
contributions by tekhelet activists Spanier, Elsner, and Ziderman. Another 
important publication that reflected the reception of tekhelet in American 
Modern Orthodoxy was the collection Tekhelet: The Renaissance of a Mitzvah, 
published in 1996 by Yeshiva University. Since 1991, however, perhaps the 
most prolific writers on the subject have been the members of Ptil Tekhelet. 
The organization’s extensive public electronic library includes not only writ-
ings by these activists but also most of the articles about tekhelet in the 
Orthodox Jewish press.112 Ptil Tekhelet publishes a periodical dedicated to 
articles on tekhelet. The most updated monograph on tekhelet is The Rarest 
Blue: The Remarkable Story of an Ancient Color Lost to History and Rediscovered, 
by Baruch Sterman (with Judy Taubes Sterman), published in 2012, and trans-
lated into Hebrew in 2014.113 Baruch Sterman, mentioned above as a founder of 
Ptil Tekhelet, is an Orthodox Jew with a Ph.D. in physics.

While the activists mentioned in this section seem to have collaborated 
on the production of a new tekhelet dye, they differed in their understand-
ing of the dye’s exact characteristics. In addition to these internal debates 
among the supporters of the Murex tekhelet, they also found themselves in 
fierce disagreement with the supporters of Leiner’s tekhelet. We will now 
look at two of the debates concerning the tekhelet dye.

The Fight Between the Squid and the Snail

The advances in the research and development of tekhelet described in pre-
vious sections should not give the impression of a teleological march toward 
the “real” or “authentic” tekhelet dye. The renewal of tekhelet was contro-
versial from the very beginning. The arguments of those who rejected the 
entire enterprise of renewal will be discussed in Chapter 5. In the present 
chapter, I focus on the debates “inside the family”—namely, debates between 
the supporters of the different dyes. This section focuses on debates on the 
identification of the ḥillazon, as well as on the making of the dye and on its 
chemical composition; the following section will focus on debates about the 
hue of the resulting dye.

As noted above, Herzog showed ambivalence toward Leiner’s tekhelet. 
Likewise, Murex advocates of the second half of the twentieth century were 
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also lukewarm toward Leiner’s tekhelet project. On the one hand, they con-
sidered Leiner the pioneer of tekhelet and admired him for initiating the 
discussion around tekhelet production, as well as for his practical pursuit of 
the dye. On the other hand, they criticized his project as erroneous because 
he pointed to the Sepia officinalis squid as the ḥillazon. They claimed that 
while pigments for painting had been produced from this mollusk, it was 
not historically known as a source of dye for textiles. Moreover, since the 
techniques for producing pigments from the Sepia officinalis had always been 
known, one could not claim that it had been “concealed,” as tekhelet must 
have been. Murex advocates also repeated Herzog’s argument that Leiner’s 
dye had been manipulated in such a way that it eventually became Prussian 
blue and was not really made of the secretion of the squid alone. It is no 
surprise, then, that this sharp criticism, which could be interpreted as pos-
iting that Leiner had produced a fake tekhelet, elicited a no less pointed 
response from the Radzin Hasidic camp, which disqualified the Murex 
tekhelet dye.

To understand these debates about the composition of the Murex tekhe-
let, we should briefly describe its dye production process. The secretion of 
the Murex is a liquid that contains substances that, when exposed to air and 
light, are converted into purple pigments—for example, dibromo-indigotin; 
other pigments are also produced together with it.114 This means that each 
of these molecules comprises two bromine atoms attached to an indigotin 
fragment, the latter chemically identical to the blue pigment produced from 
the indigo plant. Only by exposing the solution containing these dissolved 
pigments to sunlight was Otto Elsner able to succeed in separating the bro-
mine atoms from the dibromo-indigotin, thereby generating mostly indigo-
tin, or indigo blue.

The sharpest critique of the Murex tekhelet by the Radzin Hasidim has 
come from Mendel Singer, an American Radziner Hasid and a professor of 
medicine. In 2001, he conducted a debate with Baruch Sterman of Ptil Tekhe-
let about the legitimacy of the Murex tekhelet. The debate, published in an 
Orthodox journal, focused both on the identification of the ḥillazon and the 
composition of the resulting dye.115 Regarding the ḥillazon, Singer claimed 
that the following description of the ḥillazon in the Babylonian Talmud is 
the “strongest” or “primary” criterion for identifying the ḥillazon:116 “This 
is the description of the ḥillazon: its body is like unto the sea; its shape is 
like unto a fish, and it comes up once in seventy years; and with its blood 
tekhelet is dyed, wherefore it is very dear.”117 In relation to this statement, 
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Singer argued, the Murex fails to pass the criterion of “its shape is like 
unto a fish.”

In contrast to Singer’s approach, which relied heavily on Talmudic ref-
erences, Baruch Sterman tried to minimize the number of rabbinic criteria. 
In Sterman’s response to Singer, on behalf of Ptil Tekhelet, he claimed that 
many of the Talmudic references should be classified as aggadic material 
(nonlegalistic text), such as the attribution of proficiency in dyeing tekhelet 
to the tribe of Zebulun. This sort of aggadic material should not be consid-
ered halakhic criteria for identifying the ḥillazon.118

The second major argument presented by Singer was that Ptil Tekhelet’s 
claim that tekhelet is chemically identical to indigotin contradicts the Talmu-
dic tests that were introduced in order to distinguish between the two.119 In 
other words, indigotin tekhelet cannot pass the tests for tekhelet described in 
the Talmud. He argued that since the Talmud states that the tests were per-
formed, “it would seem presumptuous to doubt the veracity of the Gemara’s 
tests. It is the scientist’s conclusion that the Murex indigo is techeilet that 
needs to be re-examined.”120 For their part, Baruch Sterman and other mem-
bers of Ptil Tekhelet offered explanations as to why the Talmudic tests still 
worked. Against the backdrop of this debate, both sides consulted with Roald 
Hoffmann (b. 1937), a Nobel laureate in chemistry (1991), who showed consid-
erable interest in the chemistry of tekhelet and admired Herzog’s work.121 
Sterman, a Murex supporter, claimed that the Murex tekhelet contains remains 
of Murex meat that cannot be found in the indigo plant. Sterman suggested 
that this difference would allow the Murex tekhelet to pass the Talmudic 
tests. To support this position, he wrote: “Nobel chemist Prof. Roald Hoff-
mann has told me that he finds this proposition plausible.”122 Singer responded: 
“Dr. Sterman suggests that Nobel chemist Dr. Roald Hoffmann has deemed 
his explanation plausible. I contacted Dr. Hoffmann, and he merely main-
tains that the presence of bits of snail meat makes it theoretically possible to 
develop chemical tests to distinguish snail indigo from plant indigo, not 
that it was at all likely for the snail meat to have any impact in the chemical 
test of the Gemara.”123 Hoffmann was interested in the connections between 
science and Jewish tradition.124 He expressed general sympathy for the work 
of Ptil Tekhelet and at least once even declared their tekhelet authentic; but 
when it came to a specific scientific issue, he was cautious in formulating his 
opinion and did not take sides.

In addition to the debates about the identification of the ḥillazon and 
the composition of the resulting dye, there were debates about the prepara-
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tion of the dye. Given that the method of preparation of the historical dye 
was unclear, various activists of tekhelet attempted different methods; each 
was criticized as being anachronistic, in that it could not have been used in 
antiquity in the manner portrayed by rabbinic sources. Supporters of the 
Radzin tekhelet claimed that exposure to the sun, a crucial step in the prep-
aration of the Murex tekhelet, is not mentioned in Talmudic descriptions of 
the process of dyeing. Zvi C. Koren, not a Radzin Hasid but the scientist to 
discover the first Murex-dyed cloth from ancient Palestine, claimed that in 
contrast to the Ptil Tekhelet position, exposure to the sun could not have 
been part of the ancient dye preparation process. Another point of debate 
between the supporters of the squid and the supporters of the snail was that 
the dye produced from the Sepia officinalis tended to fade, compared with 
the steadfast color of the dye that originated from the Murex trunculus.

These debates about the details of preparation and composition required 
some knowledge of chemistry; as such, they were conducted primarily by 
modern scientists. However, one debate did not require such knowledge; in-
deed, it was the continuation of an ancient disagreement. This was the de-
bate about the hue of tekhelet, to which we now turn.

What Is the Hue of Tekhelet? Modern Debates

We have already seen that in premodern times, there were different views as to 
the hue of tekhelet.125 For example, the Babylonian Talmud tends to associate 
tekhelet with blue, whereas, according to the Palestinian Talmud, it seems 
that tekhelet more closely resembles green. And in the Middle Ages, several 
rabbis, commentators, and poets, such as Maimonides and Moshe Ibn Ezra, 
imagined tekhelet as dark blue, a hue similar to black. However, as long as a 
renewal of tekhelet did not take place in practice, the question of the hue 
remained theoretical as well. The question became pressing as soon as new 
tekhelet dyes were introduced. The hues of these dyes did not always conform 
to the rabbinic sources that described tekhelet. Moreover, as contemporary 
experience shows, the exact shade of organic dyes varies from one production 
run to the next. So even if a particular hue was agreed upon, that hue could 
not have been accurately repeated in each and every dyeing session. Hence, the 
actual hue of the tekhelet dyes was a matter of intense debate. These debates 
began as soon as Leiner presented his tekhelet, and further developed de
cades afterward, when the Murex tekhelet was introduced.
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Because the secretion of Sepia officinalis is black, Leiner’s tekhelet was 
black as well—or very dark (at least, in his first attempts at tekhelet produc-
tion). That characterization of tekhelet was not exceptional in the medieval 
period, nor was the opinion that the hue of tekhelet should be green; but 
in modern times, Leiner’s black tekhelet proved a challenge and a source of 
criticism126 because he and his critics shared the common opinion that 
tekhelet should have a bluish hue. Hence, Leiner had to bridge the gap between 
theory and praxis, and reinterpret the sources to refer to the dark shade 
produced.

In his first book, Leiner dedicated about two pages to a discussion of 
the hue of tekhelet, claiming that tekhelet was dark blue. In that book, he 
based his opinion primarily on Maimonides. According to Leiner, Mai-
monides was a reliable source because he saw tekhelet, which was available 
in his time (although Leiner was probably wrong).127

In his second book, Leiner dedicated an entire chapter to the detailed 
exploration of this question.128 Leiner wrote that some of his contemporaries 
had gotten lost in the various rabbinic opinions about the hue, so he thought 
that it would be helpful to elaborate on the matter. He addressed the seem-
ing contradiction between the blue and green alternatives in the Babylonian 
and Palestinian Talmuds; after a lengthy discussion, he concluded that tekhe-
let was primarily blue, mixed with a small dab of green. Then he rejected 
the argument that tekhelet was black and, in fact, distanced himself from 
his earlier opinion that tekhelet was dark blue.129 He argued that the term 
shaḥor denotes the darkness of a color rather than the color black itself, and 
therefore concluded that tekhelet was actually “blackish green”—not a true 
green but something closer to a dark blue-green hue.130 That is, the same 
sources that he had used in his first book to support the argument that 
tekhelet was black were deployed to support a different argument: that tekhelet 
was the lighter dark blue-green, in his second book. Hence, in his second 
book, Leiner seems to shift toward lighter hues. As I will show, the ma-
jority of modern discoverers and supporters of tekhelet share this preference 
for lighter shades.

It seems that Leiner was still not satisfied even with his dark blue-green 
solution, perhaps because he was aware of inconsistencies in his approach. 
Therefore, he introduced an additional argument that broadened his previ-
ous one: he proposed that tekhelet was actually a mixture or unification of 
all colors from which all other colors can be seen and even shine. This opin-
ion also has its sources in premodern texts, especially those by medieval com-
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mentators and kabbalists, some of which were discussed above.131 This 
opinion bolstered Leiner’s debating position because it allowed him to pre
sent any opinion about any specific hue without being accused of supporting 
a “wrong” hue.

To substantiate his suggestion that tekhelet was a mixture of all colors, 
Leiner added a scientific argument to the kabbalistic claim. He discussed 
the physical phenomenon of the chromatic dispersion of light in a prism. 
While Leiner probably did not read Newton’s Opticks, he did say explicitly 
that he visited a school in which the science of optics was studied and saw 
the prism. He provided the following observations: (1) there are exactly seven 
colors in a prism (red, orange, yellow, green, light blue, dark blue, violet); (2) 
the green-blue-violet colors are always adjacent to one another and always in 
the lower part of the prism; and (3) the sun’s rays are more abundant in the 
color blue than in other colors.132

Of course, Leiner’s first observation was not accurate, for the spectrum 
of colors is continuous rather than discrete. Newton is best known for di-
viding the visible spectrum into seven, based on the seven tones of a musical 
octave.133 In the enumeration of seven colors in nature, Leiner may also have 
been influenced by previous Jewish sources such as those of Rabbi Sa’adia 
Gaon.134 Alternatively, and because the colors in Leiner’s scheme are those 
of Newton rather than Sa’adia, it is possible that he became acquainted with 
Newton’s observations through one of the eighteenth- or nineteenth-century 
Hebrew writings on science by Jewish maskilim, such as the aforementioned 
Isaac Satanow, who compared the seven colors of a prism with seven sefirot 
of kabbalah, in which tekhelet receives all colors.135 In any event, we cannot 
be certain of the sources of Leiner’s enumeration of the colors on the spec-
trum; possibly, even he was not entirely aware of the combination of sources 
that informed his taxonomy.

The second observation on the prism is correct: whether the prism is 
upside down or right side up, the bluish part is indeed at the bottom. As for 
the third observation: oddly enough, this is in accordance with Einstein’s 
later formulation of the photoelectric effect (based on Max Planck’s notion 
of energy quanta), according to which a photon of blue light carries more 
energy than a photon of red light.136

Independent of their scientific value, Leiner’s physical observations re-
affirmed his kabbalistic observations. The seven colors of the prism corre-
spond to the seven lower sefirot that are active in this world, and the location 
of the green-blue-violet colors correspond to the location of the tekhelet as 
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the lowest sefirah. Moreover, his observation about the energy of the blue 
light reaffirmed the notions that tekhelet receives its energy from all the col-
ors above it and that all colors are reflected in tekhelet. Although he did not 
self-identify as Modern Orthodox, Leiner actually harmonized between sci-
ence and religion.137

Leiner’s discussion of the hue of tekhelet in his second book is charac-
terized by an inclusive attitude that allowed a wider range of colors to be 
categorized as tekhelet. It is possible that only after his prism experience did 
Leiner become aware of the continuous character of the spectrum; this is 
what allowed him to adopt an approach that considered a diversity of op-
tions. Be the source of this shift as it may, by arguing for a wider spectrum 
of possibilities, Leiner rendered irrelevant some possible disagreements on 
the issue of the hue.

The assertion that tekhelet is a color that integrates many (if not all) 
colors was also supported by Leiner’s experience with his ḥillazon. Leiner 
wrote that the ḥillazon changes its colors (he used the term “chromotropy”); 
he attributed this to the changes in the color of the ḥillazon’s secretion.138 
We can see that Leiner’s “pluralistic” stance regarding the hue of tekhelet is 
inspired by several disparate sources of inspiration: kabbalah, optics, and bi-
ology (regardless of their scientific accuracy). It seems that the concurrence 
of all these phenomena gave Leiner the strong feeling that he had discov-
ered something significant, a kind of deep structure of the universe.139

Leiner debated the hue of tekhelet against anonymously cited critics; 
but in the case of the twentieth-century Murex tekhelet, the debate was more 
transparent, and we know who supported which opinion. Most of the Mu-
rex advocates supported the opinion that tekhelet was blue. This claim gained 
strength following Elsner’s success in producing a blue shade from the se-
cretion of the Murex. It was accepted by members of the Ptil Tekhelet as-
sociation and was the basis for the production of the blue tekhelet thread by 
this association. Supporters of the blue option also followed a theoretical ar-
gument for blue presented by Herzog. Herzog based his claim on the Tal-
mudic phrase that only God can distinguish between true mollusk-based 
tekhelet and fake plant-based dye, which was termed kala ilan and known to 
have been produced from the indigo plant.140 Although indigo blue is dark 
blue, Herzog did not insist on a particular shade of blue; his primary con-
cern was to define the hue as blue—any blue—rather than other hues some-
times associated with tekhelet, such as green or violet.
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Notwithstanding this widespread acceptance of the blue tekhelet, a few 
prominent Murex advocates supported the violet option. The aforementioned 
Sidney Edelstein believed that the hue of tekhelet was produced by a com-
bination of blue indigotin and some purple dye, and it seems that he did not 
change his mind when he learned of Elsner’s achievement.141 Another 
supporter of violet was Israel Ziderman, the aforementioned researcher of 
tekhelet.142 Indeed, Ziderman debated this issue with supporters of the blue 
option.143 This disagreement about the hue was one reason that supporters 
of the blue option left his association, Keren Hatekhelet, and established the 
better-known Ptil Tekhelet.144 Although he eventually became convinced 
that the bluish hue produced by Ptil Tekhelet was legally acceptable,145 Zider-
man debated the members of Ptil Tekhelet for many years, providing various 
arguments in support of the violet option.

Another debate focused on the lightness or brightness of the blue hue 
of tekhelet. Like Leiner, Sterman and Ptil Tekhelet also support a light blu-
ish hue. Although Ptil Tekhelet proposes light blue, there are voices that 
support a darker blue that might even resemble purple. We have already seen 
that Maimonides and other medieval authors probably thought that tekhe-
let should be dark.146 The staunchest supporter of dark blue is the aforemen-
tioned Zvi  C. Koren, who introduced a dark violet Murex-dyed piece of 
textile from Masada to the debate. Koren argued that the color of the an-
cient tekhelet was a purple-blue hue, more similar to dark blue than to the 
light blue advanced by Ptil Tekhelet. Thus, the argument for dark blue harks 
back to the violet option, this time with archaeological artifacts. In an in-
terview with the New York Times, Koren stressed that his discovery did not 
contradict the rabbinic claim that tekhelet resembles the sky—rather, the 
resemblance is to a night sky. In the article, Baruch Sterman responded that 
the new discovery of the textile from Masada would not change Ptil Tekhe-
let’s guidelines and that all shades of blue were acceptable to the ancient 
Israelites.147

But what seemed to be a genteel exchange of ideas evolved into a bitter 
debate on the pages of the Biblical Archaeology Review in “The Great Tekhe-
let Debate—Blue or Purple?”148 Without going into detail, I will say that 
Baruch Sterman and Judy Taubes Sterman defended their light-blue posi-
tion, claiming: “The provenance of the Masada fragment, however, is a matter 
of pure speculation.”149 Koren responded twice to their arguments, while also 
pointedly attacking the Stermans.150
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Without evidence of any tekhelet-dyed tsitsit from antiquity, the exact 
hue of ancient tekhelet remains unknown (assuming that there was a single 
exact hue at all). However, it is possible to conclude that while some pre-
modern opinions held that the hue of tekhelet was dark blue, modern sup-
porters of the renewal of tekhelet have tended to emphasize lighter, brighter 
hues. One can speculate that their optimism found its expression in this pref-
erence; brighter hues are often associated with positive emotions, as is shown 
in studies of colors and emotions conducted by psychologists.151

Messianic and National Sentiments

Rabbi Zephaniah Drori (b. 1937) is well known in religious Zionist circles in 
Israel. As a supporter of the renewal of tekhelet, he wrote that the physical 
transformation of the tekhelet dye produced from the Murex, with its changes 
from reddish to bluish, is congruent with the aforementioned kabbalistic text 
describing the spiritual divine process in which the attribute of judgment is 
transformed to mercy.152 That divine transformation signifies the imminent 
redemption, and the preparation of the tekhelet dye is a repeating signal of 
that divine process. For Drori, the renewal of tekhelet is a sign of redemp-
tion. But Drori is not alone.

The renewal of tekhelet was understood in redemptive and even mes-
sianic terms by the tekhelet activists of the various groups, notwithstanding 
the different historical contexts of the projects of renewal and notwithstand-
ing the debates between the supporters of the two renewed tekhelet dyes.153 
A major expression of that sense of redemption was the aspiration, reflected 
by the revival of tekhelet, to renew the ancient Jewish past. That sort of ob-
jective, which found expression in more than one way, can be characterized, 
following Gershom Scholem, as the restorative messianism of “Renew our 
days as of old” (Lam 5:21).154 In this section, I will highlight some of those 
expressions.

In his studies on Radzin Hasidism, as mentioned above, Shaul Magid 
has characterized Leiner’s projects as messianic in that they expose and ac-
tualize the unity of Jewish literature—namely, the unity of Maimonidean 
rationality with the mystical kabbalah of the Zohar and Luria.155 In addi-
tion, I argue that Leiner’s tekhelet renewal project was characterized by ad-
ditional messianic aspects. Since tekhelet was a biblical commandment, the 
renewal of tekhelet brought back a missing element of halakhah, thereby ad-
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vancing halakhah to a state of perfection. Hence, the renewal of tekhelet 
was an attempt to restore an alleged historical reality in which the command-
ments were performed to perfection. This aspiration to a flawless restora-
tion of the Jewish past conforms with messianic visions such as those of 
Maimonides. Still, Leiner’s attempt did not include any nationalistic agenda 
to reestablish a Jewish state in the Land of Israel. It was a renewal of hal-
akhah rather than the Jewish nation.

The twentieth-century tekhelet was driven to revive the Jewish past by 
additional motives compared to Leiner’s project. In this case, there was also 
a Zionist motivation, the restoration and revival of the ancient Jewish daily 
life—in particular, the ancient practice of mollusk-based dyeing—in the 
Land of Israel. Some supporters of tekhelet also aspired to restore the an-
cient Israelite Temple, for which the availability of tekhelet was a require-
ment. Ptil Tekhelet activists belong not only to the Modern Orthodox world 
but to the religious Zionist camp. Yet, in a letter from 1950 to the Swiss-French 
chemist Rodolphe Pfister, Herzog wrote that his motivations are legalistic and 
not messianic: “About connection with the Temple there can be no talk since 
the restoration thereof is a matter of a purely Messianic nature which we 
leave entirely to a supernatural divine manifestation,”156 and some tekhelet 
advocates today deny that they promote messianic objectives.157

Additionally, some Murex advocates claim that renewing the tekhelet 
commandment in the Land of Israel symbolizes the Zionist idea of a renewal 
of Jewish sovereignty.158 The Murex snail, whose shells were found in archaeo-
logical sites around the Mediterranean coast, was found once again in the 
twentieth century in the same area, this time alive, thereby serving as a link 
connecting past and present. Accordingly, one can also speculate that for 
Murex supporters, the lost ḥillazon is itself a living symbol of the people of 
Israel, who were exiled and returned to their homeland. Moreover, the al-
leged rediscovery of the Murex tekhelet also affirms the central place of the 
Israelites in antiquity.

Notably, this fascination regarding the possible restoration of an ancient 
local industry was not confined to religious supporters of tekhelet but was 
shared by secular Zionist scientists such as Ehud Spanier, Otto Elsner, and 
perhaps even Yigael Yadin. Zionist scientists’ interest in tekhelet may have 
intensified as a consequence of the attribution of the Zionist flag’s blue color 
to tekhelet. The alleged rediscovery of tekhelet functioned not only as the 
revival of a religious ritual but also as the restoration of a national culture, 
yet another step in the revival of the Jewish people in the Land of Israel.
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The national (and not necessarily religious) fascination with tekhelet is 
perhaps related to the fact that the color blue is the only chromatic color of 
the flag of the State of Israel, thereby making it a national color of the Jews. 
Although there is a popular perception that the blue color of the Zionist 
flag was chosen during the first Zionist Congress to recall the blue color of 
the tsitsit, historians have noted that the color blue as the color of a Jewish 
flag appeared decades earlier, under the influence of various motifs, includ-
ing not only the tsitsit but also the color of the vestments of priests, as well 
as the color of the sky of the Land of Israel.159 In addition, the color blue 
was determined by the State of Israel to be a mandatory color in the national 
symbol of the menorah, thereby deepening the role of blue as an Israeli na-
tional color.160 This wider array of sources of inspiration might also contribute 
to explaining the fascination of secular scholars with the alleged rediscovery 
of the ḥillazon in the Land of Israel, as well as the hopes of religious schol-
ars to renew the tekhelet artifacts of the Temple as part of the religious and 
national renewal of the Temple liturgy.

Archaeological discoveries that encouraged the tekhelet rediscovery—
ancient pits of Murex shells on the eastern Mediterranean shore, as well 
as pieces of mollusk-dyed cloths from the Judaean desert—translated the 
tekhelet initiative into an attempt to use archaeology for national purposes. 
Moreover, the fact that some of the archaeological findings were from the 
Judaean desert, and that Yigael Yadin himself thought or hoped that they 
were made of tekhelet, directly connected the lesser-known tekhelet initia-
tive to the larger archaeological projects of the Judaean desert, particularly 
Masada.

The presentation of the twentieth-century tekhelet as a revival of the 
Jewish past should be understood as yet another instance in which archaeol-
ogy has been used to shape the image of the past, an image that will then 
bolster contemporary nation-building projects.161 An example is the use of 
archaeological evidence to construct the biblical past.162 In the Jewish con-
text, the most striking example of the use of archaeology toward national 
aims is what Nachman Ben-Yehuda termed the “mythmaking” of Masada.163 
Similarly, the rediscovery of tekhelet can be understood as yet another at-
tempt to use archaeology and ancient Jewish history in the service of a Jewish 
religious-nationalistic agenda.

In his famous essay on Jewish messianism, Gershom Scholem noted that 
the restorative orientation toward the past is intertwined with a utopian tra-
jectory toward the future.164 In particular, the attempts to renew the Jewish 
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past by reintroducing the use of tekhelet also have redemptive and even mes-
sianic overtones directed toward the future and not just the past. In the case 
of Leiner, the messianism was that of enhanced sacredness, by virtue of the 
addition of a hitherto-missing link to a set of commandments required by 
Jewish law.165 That sort of messianism is both personal and collective—
personal because it is related to the personal performance of the command-
ment of the tsitsit; and collective because it hints at the possibility of the 
renewal of the Temple for all Jews. Messianism of that sort can be discerned 
in Leiner’s writings.166

The Murex tekhelet involved a more public or collective messianism, ac-
cording to which the renewal of tekhelet was part of a deep process of the 
restoration of the Jewish past and therefore brought the utopian redemption 
closer to realization. Notably, here, too, the renewal of the Temple lurked in 
the background but was not the main aim. However, contemporary Temple 
activists, who reacted positively to the renewal of tekhelet, have emphasized 
the aim of renewing the Temple liturgy using tekhelet.167

In addition to the messianic anticipation of a future that resembles a 
restored past, the revival of tekhelet expresses another sort of messianic sen-
timent directed toward the future. This is the excitement surrounding the 
growing synthesis of religion and science. Twentieth-century Murex advo-
cates consider the Murex tekhelet a perfect example of a correspondence be-
tween religion and science, a pair often described in Hebrew as the synthesis 
of Torah u-madda. Rabbi Kenneth Brander of the Yeshiva University Center 
for the Jewish Future argues: “Tekhelet represents a living example of Torah 
u-madda in its fullest sense. Science, halacha, history, archeology, and the 
arts converge in this topic and work synergistically to highlight the promise 
of genuinely combining Torah, mesorah [received traditions] and mo-
dernity.”168 That sort of messianism can be understood as a unique mani-
festation of a well-known messianic paradigm inspired by the Hegelian 
paradigm of “progress,” according to which the world is gradually advancing 
and improving.169

Conclusion

An international conference, “100 Years of Tekhelet Research,” took place 
in Jerusalem on December 30, 2013. From the materials announcing the 
conference:



132	 Chapter 4

This year marks the 100th anniversary of Rabbi Yitzchak Halevi 
Herzog’s foundational doctorate, The Dyeing of Purple in Ancient Is-
rael. This work inaugurated the era of modern research into the 
lost biblical blue dye and laid the foundations for all subsequent work 
in the field. To celebrate this event, Ptil Tekhelet, together with Yad 
Harav Herzog and Yeshiva University, will be hosting an international 
conference with leading personalities presenting their thoughts on 
the re-establishment of the beautiful mitzvah of Tekhelet. Hundreds 
of thousands of Jews around the world are wearing Tekhelet strings 
on their tzitzit for the first time in 1300 years, and that is certainly 
something to celebrate!170

Among the participants in the 2013 conference were not only tekhelet activ-
ists but a variety of figures representing mainstream Israeli and Jewish insti-
tutions, including rabbis, archaeologists, academics from Israeli universities 
and the New York–based Yeshiva University, an Israeli Supreme Court jus-
tice, and one Israeli politician: Isaac Herzog, then chairman of the Israeli 
Labor Party and Rabbi Herzog’s grandson.171 The conference was extensively 
publicized in the Israeli and Jewish American media.172 Tekhelet, which had 
previously been of interest only to Orthodox Jews, particularly Modern Or-
thodox Jews and religious Zionists, also began to elicit interest among non-
Orthodox or secular Israeli Jews and even non-Jews.

All the aforementioned excitement arising from the renewal of tekhelet 
found expression in the centennial conference; “100 Years of Tekhelet Re-
search” was much more than a centennial celebration of Herzog’s disserta-
tion. It was a celebration of the Murex tekhelet with all its ideological 
components, a synthesis between religion and modern science in the State 
of Israel—that is, a celebration of the national-religious ethos. Last but not 
least, this conference was a coronation ceremony for Ptil Tekhelet as the au
thentic successor of Herzog, a recognition endorsed by the various institu-
tions that participated in the conference.

Tekhelet activists of the twentieth century—most of them Orthodox 
Jews—promote the opinion that the “authentic,” “real,” “genuine,” or “true” 
tekhelet has finally been discovered. Moreover, they argue that this is a 
“scientific” tekhelet that exemplifies a perfect congruence between religion 
and science. This is a teleological narrative according to which Leiner’s 
pioneering tekhelet led to Herzog’s research, which, in turn, led to their 
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tekhelet; according to this narrative, each was a better version of tekhelet 
than the last.

The restoration of the tekhelet dye was presented in this chapter as part 
of a broader modern European trend of the restoration of ancient dyes, es-
pecially rare bluish dyes. In addition to the aforementioned Egyptian blue, 
which was restored in the nineteenth century, there were twentieth-century 
attempts to restore the Mesoamerican Yax, known as Maya blue, which was 
used by several other ancient cultures in addition to the Maya, as well as the 
eastern Asian Han blue, found in China.173

Like tekhelet, these pigments initially played a ritual role, disappeared 
in the wake of external conquests, and were rediscovered in modern times 
as the result of scientific and anthropological curiosity. However, tekhelet 
differed from those attempts of restoration in its basic religious and national 
motivation. As shown in this chapter, the renewal of tekhelet raised emotions 
that went far beyond the scientific and cultural curiosities; these emotions 
touched on the image of the Jewish past, and the excitement surrounding this 
alleged rediscovery instilled all tekhelet projects with messianic sentiments 
directed toward the future. This optimistic spirit might also be associated 
with the preference by tekhelet activists for lighter bluish hues than those 
favored by common opinion in premodern Judaism.

This pursuit of a well-defined tekhelet dye is actually a religious pursuit—
the search for a clear set of guidelines for the fulfillment of the religious 
law. As such, it depends both on religious beliefs and on subjective, inter-
pretive decisions about the relevant rabbinic sources. Although scientific find-
ings might seem objective, their adherence to Talmudic criteria are subject 
to interpretation. Accordingly, despite the claims of tekhelet advocates, there 
may not be a single definitive tekhelet in terms of the source of the dye and 
its characteristics.

Notwithstanding the enthusiasm among contemporary tekhelet activ-
ists regarding what they understand as “rediscovery,” there have also been 
debates among them. Above, I have introduced the debates over the hue and 
chemical composition of tekhelet, as well as debates over the identification 
of the ḥillazon. In particular, the Singer–Sterman debate introduced a broader 
issue raised by the renewal of tekhelet: the relationship between science and 
religion, on which I will elaborate in Chapter 5. As bitter as they were, how-
ever, the advocates of the Murex snail and the Sepia squid still remained 
within the same camp: that of the supporters of tekhelet.
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The whole idea of renewing tekhelet, however, was controversial. The 
preliminary issue of the legitimacy to renew tekhelet, regardless of the mol-
lusk from which it was produced, was the subject of disagreement. In par
ticular, the renewal of tekhelet on scientific grounds has raised objections 
with significant social and religious contexts. The renewal of the tekhelet 
dye became much more than a historical-scientific project; it posed a social 
and cultural challenge, as we will see in Chapter 5.



C h a p t e r   5

Reactions to Modern Tekhelet
Blue as a Sociocultural Challenge

In a short text titled “Our Torquemada,” the Yiddish and Hebrew writer 
Yitzḥak Leibush Peretz (1852–1915) mocked the fierce controversies that 
erupted around the year 1890, after Leiner introduced his project to renew 
the tekhelet commandment.1 The narrator (perhaps Peretz himself), who has 
just returned to Poland from a business trip to Berlin, is invited to the home 
of the local rabbi, who shows interest in the growing antisemitism at that 
time in Germany. The narrator is impressed by the seeming broad-mindedness 
of this rabbi, who is not interested, as are other Polish rabbis, in local Jew-
ish matters only. Suddenly, some local Jews run into the room, telling the 
rabbi that a certain tailor named Aharon has just died, and his relatives in-
tend to bury him with his tsitsit of tekhelet. The rabbi, furious, shouts that 
Aharon’s tekhelet cord must be torn out, or else he will be buried outside 
the cemetery’s fence, as are great transgressors. When the narrator sees that 
the rabbi laments the persecution of Jews in Germany while himself persecut-
ing Jews in Poland who have tekhelet on their tsitsit, he runs from the rabbi’s 
home, shouting “Torquemada,” thereby comparing the rabbi to the fifteenth-
century Spanish inquisitor of Jewish origin.

The tekhelet commandment, this text appears to say, is a tiny detail 
of Jewish religious life, insignificant when compared to other issues facing 
the Jewish people, such as the growing antisemitism of the time. The text 
reveals a surprising tension between what appeared to some as a marginal 
halakhic issue concerning change in attire and the fury directed at those 
who adopted that change. Peretz was reacting to what he perceived as the 
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Jewish narrow-mindedness and religious intolerance of his time. In any case, 
this tension alerts us to the possibility that the use of tekhelet in Jewish 
religious and social life raises issues far more controversial than one might 
expect from a simple thread.

Chapter 4 presented the various attempts at tekhelet renewal and dis-
cussed the debates among the innovators of tekhelet about the resulting 
tekhelet dyes. There were arguments about the identification of the ḥillazon, 
as well as about the characteristics of the dye produced: its chemical com-
position, steadfastness, and hue. However, there were arguments that went 
beyond internal debates about the dyes and countered the very idea of the 
renewal of tekhelet. Those arguments were leveled against both camps of 
tekhelet innovators.

This chapter aims to shed light on the broader cultural significance of 
the renewal of tekhelet by analyzing the major focal points of the con
troversy surrounding the process. I argue that although the controversies 
centered on the minutiae of a particular commandment, they actually 
exposed deeper fault lines in both nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
Orthodox Judaism. The tekhelet renewal projects introduced significant 
innovations in Jewish religious culture, thereby generating debates that 
extended beyond the disagreements on the specific dye presented in Chap-
ter 4. As tekhelet broke with many traditional assumptions, it was almost 
inevitably rejected by a religious establishment that had long been wary of 
innovation.

The tekhelet controversies merit our attention not only because they 
touch on major issues in modern Judaism but because they feature voices that 
might otherwise go unheard. The narrative, presented in Chapter 4, that the 
“true,” “real,” or “authentic” tekhelet dye was finally discovered in the 1980s 
was so well received among Modern Orthodox and religious Zionist Jews that 
it marginalized disagreements on tekhelet and sidelined competing narra-
tives.2 These competing narratives include not only opposition to tekhelet 
in general but the objections of the Radzin Hasidim, who disagree with Ptil 
Tekhelet on various points. By presenting the debates underlying the renewal 
of tekhelet, this chapter makes room for the voices that undermine the 
dominant contemporary account.

The chapter is organized around the main arguments that were intro-
duced against the renewal of tekhelet, and each of them highlights a funda-
mental issue: the significance of tradition; the relationship between science 
and religion; issues of authority and subversion; and additional aspects of 



	 Reactions to Modern Tekhelet	 137

messianism. As a background for these discussions, I begin with a histori-
cal description of the emergence of the controversies within their social 
contexts.

Reception and Rejection of Tekhelet by Orthodox Jews

Opposition to the renewal of tekhelet began soon after Leiner, the rebbe of 
Radzin, published his first book on tekhelet, in 1887, in which he announced 
his intention to discover the dye and revive the commandment. This initia-
tive provoked a number of responses that argued against the renewal of 
tekhelet. Additionally, Leiner reported critiques on various points. In fact, 
large portions of his second and third books are dedicated to responses to 
his critics. However, in contrast to other rabbinic debates from that period, 
no intensive legalistic discourse developed around tekhelet. To the best of 
my knowledge, only three polemical texts were published against Leiner’s 
tekhelet. Two of them were rather short. A third, longer one, written by a 
Polish Hasid who emigrated to Jerusalem, was part of a broader campaign 
against one of the supporters of tekhelet.3 Like many other controversies, 
those tekhelet controversies did not end in victory for a particular side; 
they merely simmered down after Leiner’s death in 1890 and faded away 
within a decade thereafter, with the Radzin Hasidim still wearing their 
tekhelet.

Leiner also attempted to garner support for his initiative from leading 
rabbinic figures of his time. Some of them adopted Leiner’s tekhelet.4 Some 
of them explicitly rejected the antinomian overtones of Leiner’s project, as 
we shall see in the following sections. Most, however, simply did not respond 
directly or decisively to Leiner’s overtures.

Take, for example, the prominent Polish rabbi Yisrael Eliyahu Yehoshua 
Trunk of Kutno (1821–1893). Trunk ignored Leiner’s requests for support until 
the latter prevailed upon a community rabbi in Radzyń to intervene for him. 
At that point, Rabbi Trunk sent a halakhic response, which was published 
by Leiner in his third book. This responsum was later included in a collec-
tion of Trunk’s responsa, together with two additional responsa that he wrote 
about the renewal of tekhelet.5 The argumentation takes a similar course in 
all three responsa: Trunk begins with a brief history of the commandment of 
tekhelet, and then writes that there is a doubt as to whether the correct ḥillazon 
was found, as well as uncertainty about whether the commandment is eligible 
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at all for renewal. He also expresses his fear that the debates will generate 
social controversy. He concludes by leaving the matter undecided, but it seems 
that the fear of controversy inclined him to reject the project.

The relatively mild rabbinic opposition to tekhelet might be explained 
by its historical context; the period in question was characterized by furious 
debates on other issues considered more pressing among Eastern European 
Orthodox Jews. The notion that the renewal of tekhelet was rather insig-
nificant was also reflected in the Hebrew press of the day.6 From a halakhic 
point of view, the use of colored fringes was not forbidden, as long as they 
were not formally declared “tekhelet.” Leiner himself made this case when 
trying to legitimize his innovation. Moreover, wearing a colored tassel was a 
personal decision that did not have any communal impact. In contrast, de-
cisions about the legitimacy of citrons from Corfu, or about the permissi-
bility of continuing to cultivate the soil of the Land of Israel (both major 
debates at the time), had a crucial impact on the future of the then-new ag-
ricultural communities in Palestine.

While the theoretical halakhic details of tekhelet did not raise much 
interest among prominent Eastern European rabbis, the social consequences 
did disturb them, which might have been why Trunk and other rabbis avoided 
the question altogether. This fear of social schism was not baseless because 
clashes did occur on the community level. Reports in the contemporaneous 
Jewish press in Eastern Europe indicated that quarrels broke out in several 
communities between supporters of tekhelet, who were Radzin Hasidim, and 
opponents of tekhelet, who were Hasidim of other factions, and possibly some 
non-Hasidim as well.7 Moreover, the tekhelet controversies were not limited 
to the Jewish communities in Poland. Leiner’s books and tassels reached Je-
rusalem, where a campaign against tekhelet was launched by Hillel Moshe 
Meshl Gelbstein, a Hasid from a rival faction.8

At first glance, these local quarrels about tekhelet may seem indistin-
guishable from innumerable community-level disputes among various groups 
of Hasidim. The tekhelet debates were quarrels about social dominance on 
the community level, not unlike disputes about nominations of rabbis, or 
the usage of particular versions of liturgy in synagogues where Hasidim from 
different groups gathered together. In Leiner’s case, the Hasidic context was 
particularly striking. Leiner was the descendant of a prominent yet contro-
versial Hasidic leader. He was the grandson of Rabbi Mordecai Joseph Leiner 
of Izbica (1800–1854), a prominent disciple of the famous Hasidic leader Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel of Kotzk (1787–1859). The Izbica-Radzin dynasty was es-
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tablished in 1839, when Rabbi Mordecai Joseph dramatically split from his 
master, left the court of Kotzk, and established a new court in Izbica. Mor-
decai Joseph became famous for his original, radical, and even controversial 
theology.9 His son and successor, Rabbi Jacob, moved to the Polish town of 
Radzyń, and after he died in 1878, his son Rabbi Gershon Henekh replaced 
him as leader of the Radzin Hasidim.10 Leiner’s group had been considered 
an intra-Hasidic “other” ever since the split of Leiner’s grandfather from the 
rebbe of Kotzk.

The intra-Hasidic dynamics that characterized the disagreements over 
tekhelet are only part of the picture. Additional aspects set these conflicts 
apart from other communal debates of the time. Compared with other local 
quarrels, tekhelet conflicts had a notable visual aspect. People could easily 
display their support of tekhelet by showing their tassels; even if they did 
not flaunt it in public, their support of tekhelet could easily be discovered by 
discerning tassels worn beneath clothing. As color is visible, tekhelet helped 
delineate the borders between the Radzin and other groups. It became part 
of the group identity of the Radzin Hasidim.

The display of tekhelet spurred strife because it emphasized divisions in 
the local community, not only between the various Hasidic groups but also 
between different classes. According to one report, some lower-class indi-
viduals adopted tekhelet in public (they received the tassels at no cost from 
Leiner’s followers), which was interpreted by others as an expression of ex-
aggerated piety, and thus generated discord with those of the higher classes.11 
The visibility of tekhelet played a notable role in the tekhelet debate, setting 
it apart from most other intra-Hasidic—as well as general Orthodox Jewish—
debates of the nineteenth century. It did, however, resemble conflicts over 
the issue of ‘eruv (the demarcation of the region in which it is allowed to 
carry objects on Sabbath): it is easy to see someone’s decision about the ‘eruv 
by observing whether he or she carries objects in the public sphere on 
Sabbath.12

Another line of argument against Leiner’s tekhelet concerned the kab-
balistic characteristics of this color. In his third book, Eyn hatekhelet, Leiner 
wrote that it had been brought to his attention that many opponents of 
tekhelet were frightening the laymen who were interested in wearing tekhe-
let by claiming that wearing tekhelet reduces the supernal influx and cur-
tails financial success. Leiner then announced his intention to prove that not 
only does tekhelet neither harm nor hinder; it even brings success in worldly 
matters, especially in the realm of finances.13 This was followed by a lengthy 
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discussion of the practical benefits of wearing tsitsit with tekhelet. Another 
kabbalistic argument was that Leiner’s tekhelet was the fake tekhelet termed 
kala ilan.14 Some seventeenth-century kabbalistic texts indicate that kala ilan 
is a symbol and manifestation of the evil forces.15 That association is based 
on the fact that the word kala/קלא has a numerical value (gematria) of 131, 
which is also the numerical value of samael/סמאל, one of the major manifes-
tations of the evil forces. Following such sources, Leiner’s tekhelet, too, was 
presented as a manifestation of the forces of evil.16

Kabbalistic arguments played a major role in the approach of at least one 
faction against tekhelet. The leaders of the Ḥabad group, perhaps the most 
widely known Hasidic group today, introduced kabbalistic symbolisms of blue 
and white to argue that tekhelet is connected to the past rather to the pre
sent. For example, they said that tekhelet represents fear of God, whereas 
white represents the love of God, and our times are times of love.17 It should 
be noted, however, that from a broad perspective, taking into account the 
variety of groups of Orthodox Jews, kabbalistic arguments played a marginal 
role, compared with the halakhic or social arguments.

After Leiner died in 1890, the debates gradually faded. The most nota-
ble controversy that persisted took place in Jerusalem between the aforemen-
tioned tekhelet opponent Hillel Moshe Meshl Gelbstein (1834–1908) and 
Rabbi Akiva Yosef Schlesinger (1838–1922), considered a pioneer of ultra-
Orthodoxy.18 Gelbstein wrote polemical texts against the renewal of tekhe-
let while Leiner was still alive. After Leiner died, Gelbstein continued his 
campaign in Jerusalem against tekhelet but directed it toward Schlesinger 
in person. It seems that the background of this campaign was not tekhelet in 
particular, but rather a wider controversy around Schlesinger’s activities in 
Jerusalem. In 1900, Schlesinger initiated a rabbinic debate about tekhelet in the 
Orthodox journal Tel Talpiot. In the opening text of the debate, he wrote 
that he had waited for the social furor surrounding him to die down before 
proposing a scholarly conversation. A more genteel, less heated, debate indeed 
ensued.19 About a decade after Leiner’s death, the tekhelet controversies had 
faded.

From its debut in the nineteenth century, the Radzin tekhelet was 
produced and distributed by a private business run by the Leiner family of 
Hasidic leaders. The knowledge of its manufacture was lost during the 
Holocaust, but was restored in the 1950s when the Radzin Hasidim in Israel 
attempted to produce their tekhelet from a prewar recipe. The recipe and 
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the production process were not kept secret. On the contrary, seeking le-
gitimization, the Radzin Hasidim demonstrated the dyeing process publicly, 
hoping that their dye would be proved as an acceptable tekhelet; for this rea-
son, Herzog sent their dye for inspection.20 Since then, the Radzin tekhelet 
has been produced by the Radzin Hasidim in Israel.

Leiner wrote around 1890 that 12,000 Jews had adopted it.21 He sought 
to convey an image of mass reception; but clearly, the majority of Orthodox 
Jews at that time did not adopt Leiner’s tekhelet. As there was no other al-
ternative for tekhelet available at the end of the nineteenth century, most 
Orthodox Jews continued to wear only white threads in their tsitsit. Leiner’s 
tekhelet was worn mainly by his followers and some of the Bratslav Hasidim, 
although the exact number is unclear.22

The reception of Leiner’s tekhelet by several Bratslav Hasidim is note-
worthy but not a coincidence. Both the Radzin and Bratslav groups were seen 
as outsiders in nineteenth-century Hasidism; Bratslav, in particular, was 
considered a “troublemaker” group in Russia. The Bratslav Hasidim did not 
nominate a successor to their founding father, Rabbi Naḥman of Bratslav 
(1772–1810), and refused to subject themselves to other living leaders.23 Al-
though the Radzin group had a leader, Gershon Henekh, who was the third 
in the dynasty, the Radzin Hasidim were also a small group that challenged 
the Hasidic world of the second half of the nineteenth century: the leader of 
the dynasty expressed antinomian ideas (although there is no evidence of the 
ideas being translated into practice) and was often involved in disputes with 
other Hasidic groups.24 The fact that the new tekhelet dye was primarily 
adopted by these two groups, which were outside the mainstream establish-
ment of nineteenth-century Hasidism, contributed to the image of tekhelet 
as a marginal innovation.

The reception of the twentieth-century Murex snail tekhelet was sig-
nificantly different from that of the nineteenth-century squid tekhelet (for 
a tsitsit made of each of these dyes, see Figure 13 in the color plates). In con-
trast to the limited adoption of Leiner’s tekhelet, the twentieth-century 
tekhelet produced by the Ptil Tekhelet association was more popular. Ptil 
Tekhelet established a small factory in Kfar Adumim (about ten kilometers 
east of Jerusalem), in which the Murex tekhelet is produced and sets of 
tsitsit are dyed and shipped to retailers and private customers. The factory 
includes a visitor center intended to introduce the wider public to tekhelet 
and its production.
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There are no statistics about the actual adoption or avoidance of tekhe-
let. We do have, however, statements of support or opposition by influential 
Orthodox rabbis. To some extent, it is possible to draw conclusions from the 
influential leaders about their flocks. The Murex tekhelet was adopted by 
numerous religious Zionist Jews in Israel, especially those with a somewhat 
“spiritual” orientation. It was also accepted by some American Modern Or-
thodox Jews.25 However, the majority of ultra-Orthodox Jews, the so-called 
Ḥaredim, opposed the adoption of tekhelet. It was also rejected by religious 
Zionist Jews closer in their practice to ultra-Orthodox Judaism, popularly 
known as Ḥardalim.26 The majority of Orthodox Jews did not adopt any 
tekhelet.

An example of the popularity of the narrative of Ptil Tekhelet about the 
Murex tekhelet can be found in the exhibition Out of the Blue, which was 
displayed at the Bible Lands Museum in Jerusalem between June 2018 and 
May 2019. The exhibition was dedicated to the color blue in the so-called 
Bible Lands.27 However, the Hebrew title of the exhibition was El ‘Omek 
ha-Tekhelet (Into the depth of tekhelet), hinting that the focus of the exhibit 
was mollusk-based dyeing, especially tekhelet, rather than the color blue in 
general.28 The exhibition, timed to mark the seventieth anniversary of the 
State of Israel (1948–2018), aimed to connect the ancient manifestations of 
the biblical tekhelet with the modern manifestation of the color blue on the 
flag of the State of Israel. The exhibition achieved this purpose by adopting 
the religious Zionist narrative of the Murex supporters, drawing a teleologi-
cal narrative from the Murex-based dyes to Leiner, Herzog, and the Ptil 
Tekhelet association, finally reaching the flag of the State of Israel. Thus, 
the Murex tekhelet became the connecting thread between ancient Israel, 
Zionism, and the State of Israel. This narrative is hardly surprising because 
the Ptil Tekhelet foundation was a major supporter of this exhibition. In-
deed, the outreach of Ptil Tekhelet goes beyond the relatively limited circles 
of Orthodox Jews.

Conflicts in the nineteenth century were primarily in the social domain 
and tended to take the form of physical clashes in communities rather than 
rabbinic debates; but in the twentieth century, it was the opposite: it seems 
that there were no physical disputes, but there has been abundant rabbinic 
debate on the issue. Notably, much of the reluctance to wear tekhelet today 
is rooted in simple adherence to one’s own group and does not necessarily 
stem from ideological disagreement. As Rabbi Yisroel Reisman, an ultra-
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Orthodox American rabbi who opposes tekhelet, stated in a lecture, “in 
certain circles the blue tekhelet is very much like the black hat is in the ye-
shiva world—it has a meaning of its own. It identifies you with a certain 
Toyredikeh velt [world of Torah].”29 This statement reflects the common per-
ception that the Murex tekhelet is a “Zionist tekhelet,” the squid tekhelet 
belongs to certain Hasidic groups, and most ultra-Orthodox Jews avoid both 
tekhelet dyes. Tekhelet not only signifies social splits among Orthodox Jews 
but hints at deeper differences of opinion on a variety of matters. We will 
now examine some of these issues.

Between Contradicting Traditions

The tekhelet renewal projects were based primarily on the biblical texts that 
required Jews to use the tekhelet dye, as well as rabbinic texts that stipu-
lated additional requirements, primarily the usage of the ḥillazon. There was 
far less evidence for the actual use of tekhelet in practice. It is clear that 
tekhelet could not have been used in the Temple after its destruction in 70 
ce. We do not know, however, to what extent Jews ever used tekhelet in 
their tsitsit because the rabbis permitted going without it, as we saw in 
Chapter 1. This lack of clarity may underlie one of the arguments presented 
against the renewal of tekhelet in the nineteenth century. According to 
this argument, the reception or rejection of tekhelet should not be based 
on texts alone but rather on the existence of a tradition—masoret—of the 
continuous use or continuous avoidance of a thread of tekhelet. In this 
context, tradition is the manner in which a practice is actually performed, 
transferred from generation to generation; when traditional practice does 
not conform to the original directive, it is often given greater weight than 
the formal law.

One of the few rabbis to respond to Leiner’s request for rabbinical opin-
ions on tekhelet was Rabbi Yosef Dov Halevi Soloveitchik of Brisk (1820–
1892). Soloveitchik argued that if there was a continuous tradition that Jews 
knew how to prepare a particular dye from a particular mollusk but had for 
whatever reason refrained from doing so, it is possible to conclude that the 
relevant dye was not tekhelet. But if a candidate for the ḥillazon or the method 
for preparing a dye from its secretion had been forgotten, this could provide 
a justification for the approval of the new dye as tekhelet.30 In other words, 
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Soloveitchik presented a criterion for the validity of any candidate of tekhelet. 
Although such a criterion allows for both the acceptance or the rejection of 
tekhelet, it seems that he tended to reject Leiner’s new dye. In addition, ac-
cording to one source, Soloveitchik expressed discomfort about the high 
price of Leiner’s tsitsit.31

In his rejoinder, Leiner responded that the knowledge of preparing 
tekhelet from a mollusk living on the shores of the Land of Israel had in-
deed been forgotten for several reasons, such as restrictions on preparation 
or distance from the Land of Israel. Hence, there was not a tradition in which 
the use of a known dye was consciously avoided. Although the Sepia offici-
nalis was a well-known species, the knowledge of how to prepare a blue dye 
from it was novel; according to Leiner, this is the proof that it is a legiti-
mate tekhelet.32

Three generations later, the great-grandson of the Rabbi of Brisk, the 
famous Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik of Boston (1903–1993), known for his 
general rejection of scientific argument in shaping halakhic decisions, was 
understood to have argued, like his great-grandfather, that without a tradi-
tion of using a specific dye as tekhelet since ancient times, this dye should 
not be accepted as tekhelet.33 In fact, Soloveitchik and some of his disciples 
refrained from wearing tekhelet—any tekhelet. However, one of Soloveit-
chik’s main disciples, Rabbi Hershel Schachter, was not satisfied with that 
interpretation of Soloveitchik’s argument, which seemed to him to contra-
dict the latter’s general approach.34

The argument of tradition was not only used against tekhelet in general 
but was also employed in the debates between the supporters of the squid and 
the snail.35 Israel Ziderman, one of the pioneers of tekhelet mentioned in 
Chapter 4, used another variation of the tradition argument to show that it 
is the Murex trunculus and not the Sepia officinalis that adheres to the argu-
ment of Soloveitchik the Elder.36 Ziderman argued that the Sepia officinalis 
does not comply with Soloveitchik’s conditions because it was always known 
as a source of colorants, whereas the Murex trunculus does comply. Both ar-
chaeological and historical evidence, he claimed, support the production of 
dye from the Murex in antiquity (not necessarily by Jews); its use was for-
gotten by both Jews and non-Jews, and rediscovered only by nineteenth-
century scientists. Hence, the advantage of the Murex trunculus was that it 
had been rediscovered. Accordingly, there could not have been an active tra-
dition of avoidance but rather a tradition of use that had been forgotten, 
thereby paving the way for the renewal of tekhelet.
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We thus have two competing interpretations of the opinion of Soloveit-
chik the Elder. One interpretation was used to disqualify tekhelet, whereas 
the second interpretation was used to justify its renewal.

Between Science and Religion

The relationship between science and religion has been another central topic 
in the Orthodox discourse about the renewal of tekhelet. This is not sur-
prising because, as we have seen in Chapter 4, the modern tekhelet dyes were 
based on contemporary scientific discoveries in the fields of biology, chem-
istry, and archaeology.

In the case of the nineteenth-century tekhelet, the appreciation of sci-
ence was only implicit. Leiner based his claim partly on scientific innova-
tions but did not place them at the center of his argument, which was 
primarily halakhic in nature. He did not afford particular importance to the 
congruence of science and religion.

Supporters of the twentieth-century tekhelet, however, proudly claimed 
that the renewal of their tekhelet was backed by science, and this contrib-
uted to their conviction that it was the “authentic” dye. The introduction of 
the Murex tekhelet was based on the work of natural scientists such as Span-
ier and Elsner and backed by archaeological and textual evidence introduced 
by Herzog, as well as by later scholars, on the use of the Murex for dyeing in 
ancient times. Herzog himself was considered by later tekhelet advocates to 
be the perfect manifestation of the ideal Jewish scholar, whose research com-
bined rabbinic erudition with extensive knowledge in the fields of biology, 
chemistry, textiles, history, philology, and linguistics. This explains the 
habitual use of the term “science of Tekhelet” among tekhelet advocates.37

Opinions about the relationship between religion and science have tra-
ditionally been classified as belonging to a range of approaches, usually in-
cluding conflict, independence, dialogue, or integration.38 Scholars have 
provided various definitions for each of the models, while others tend to avoid 
presenting these categories as well-defined, separate models, but rather pre-
fer to see them as part of a wider range of options.39 These approaches can 
also be found in Judaism.40 The integration category is a major characteris-
tic of Modern Orthodoxy, and the relationship between religion and science 
is part of a broader encounter between religion and nonreligious culture, of-
ten termed in Modern Orthodoxy as Torah u-Madda.41
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It should be remembered that tekhelet is first and foremost a religious 
ritual that is mandatory, whether or not science is taken into consideration. 
The central question is not the theoretical issue about whether science is 
compatible with religion; rather, it is the extent to which scientific consid-
erations can and ought to be employed in the domain of religious ritual. 
Hence, the various opinions that will be discussed below can be placed on 
an axis, with one pole representing those who place greater weight on sci-
ence in religious-halakhic matters, and the other representing those who 
place greater weight on religious texts and traditions. Additionally, it is 
important to note that approaches to the relationship between science and 
religion are generally not universal, but rather depend on the specific con-
text of the debate. For example, certain scientific disciplines (such as archae-
ology and the humanities) may be perceived by Orthodox viewpoints to 
conflict with religion, whereas other domains of science (such as the natural 
and applied sciences) are generally seen as more compatible.

For Murex advocates, tekhelet is the quintessential example of the inte-
gration of religion and science. In this view, modern science rediscovered the 
ancient tekhelet and, in so doing, merely reaffirmed ancient techniques. 
Moreover, for tekhelet advocates, the comprehensive research of tekhelet 
seems to serve as a model for the Modern Orthodox harmonistic ethos re-
garding the ways that science can serve religion. In this context, it is note-
worthy that the most prominent Murex advocates are Modern Orthodox Jews 
who are natural scientists or have graduate degrees in the natural sciences. 
For example, Baruch Sterman, one of the leaders of Ptil Tekhelet, holds a 
Ph.D. in physics, as mentioned above, and has authored several articles on 
various aspects of the relationship between science and religion.

Among the supporters of tekhelet, some voices are oriented even 
further toward the scientific pole. Backed by a halakhic responsum, the 
aforementioned tekhelet pioneer Israel Ziderman expressly claimed that 
archaeological and scientific evidence ought to be accorded preeminence or 
supremacy in the search for authentic tekhelet.42 When looking for the 
ḥillazon, Ziderman maintained, the first step must be to locate a marine mol-
lusk from which it is possible to produce a dye that meets the requirements 
of hue and steadfastness. Only then should this mollusk be evaluated accord-
ing to rabbinic texts. That is, scientific criteria have precedence over rab-
binic texts. Moreover, Ziderman presented a narrow set of halakhic criteria 
comprising only two components: first, the basic statement of the Tosefta 
that a kosher tekhelet is what is produced from a marine mollusk, whatever 
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that may be; and second, the midrashic historical observation that tekhelet 
was concealed. Ziderman rejects halakhic criteria even further when he 
argues that all the rabbis who wrote about tekhelet after it was concealed 
(including authoritative figures such as Maimonides) never personally saw 
tekhelet or a ḥillazon. Therefore, their arguments ought to be understood as 
interpretations of the Talmudic statements rather than as authoritative. It 
seems that Ziderman represents the extreme “scientific” approach among 
Murex advocates. By rejecting most of the Talmudic criteria for the identi-
fication of the ḥillazon, this approach is even more radical than that of 
Ptil Tekhelet, which narrows the criteria but still gives the Talmud equal 
footing.

This scientific approach has been the target of various critiques, which 
argue that the Jewish religion should be given priority over scientific findings. 
Within this opposition, it is possible to distinguish between two approaches. 
One focuses on scientific thought as a doubtful domain of knowledge, and 
therefore rejects the use of scientific arguments in determining halakhah. 
The second approach does not focus on scientific thought per se, but rather 
on the Talmud and its authority, requiring absolute conformity to the Talmudic 
statements. According to the first approach, science is inherently problematic. 
By contrast, according to the second approach, science is not problematic as 
long as it is subjected to halakhic reasoning, or as long as it does not contradict 
the Talmud.

An example of the approach that denies science in principle is the op-
position to the renewal of tekhelet by Rabbi Yosef Shalom Eliashiv (1910–
2012), widely considered a prominent halakhic authority for non-Hasidic 
ultra-Orthodox Jews (the so-called Litvaks). In 1998, Eliashiv wrote that sci-
entific theories were halakhically problematic because they were fundamen-
tally refutable.43 According to this argument, if scholars opposed Leiner’s 
theory regarding the Sepia officinalis and pointed to a different ḥillazon (such 
as Herzog’s Janthina), which, in turn, was dismissed by later scientists who 
introduced a third ḥillazon (the Murex), then future scientists could under-
mine the current theory as well. Moreover, opponents of the renewal of 
tekhelet on purely scientific grounds argued against the use of archaeology 
in determining halakhah. According to this argument, archaeology is the most 
problematic of all the fields of science because of its highly speculative na-
ture, basing far-fetched hypotheses on scarce evidence.44 Hence, science 
cannot meet the religious demand for the absolute truth that should char-
acterize halakhah.
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Another approach that rejects science in principle is that of the religious 
Zionist rabbi Shlomo Aviner (b. 1943), who similarly argued that science 
should not be brought to bear on religious matters, since every scientific the-
ory is prone to refutation. He asserted that the renewal of tekhelet must be 
based on tradition: the past usage of a specific ḥillazon followed by its con-
cealment. According to Aviner, halakhic innovation should be based on sta-
ble foundations. Because tradition is not scientific, it is not refutable and 
thus not subject to doubt.45

The argument against science is directed toward the supporters of the 
Murex, but it can actually be deployed against Leiner’s ḥillazon as well, 
because Leiner, too, based his proposal on scientific observation—specifically, 
empirical observation of the Sepia officinalis squid at the Naples aquarium. 
Indeed, this argument opposes any attempt to renew the commandment of 
tekhelet based on the observation of animals that generate colorants.

An example of the second approach, the approach that demands com-
plete conformity to Talmudic references, can be found in the remarks of the 
aforementioned Rabbi Yisroel Reisman, a dean (rosh yeshiva) of Yeshiva To-
rah Vodaas in Brooklyn, New York. In a public talk (shi‘ur) that he gave on 
June 18, 2011, he explained his objections to the Murex tekhelet.46 At the 
core of his argument was the basic postulate that for legal issues such as the 
tekhelet of tsitsit, the Babylonian Talmud should be the primary criterion, 
rather than other rabbinic works or scientific evidence. The Murex snail can-
not be identified with the ḥillazon because it does not meet most of the 
Talmudic references to the ḥillazon. For example, although the Murex is com-
patible with a statement that the ḥillazon is hunted between Tyre and 
Haifa,47 it does not meet other Talmudic criteria that characterize the ḥillazon 
as a fast creature that lives in deep water, alluding to an animal that is not a 
snail but more likely a fish. But Reisman goes further, claiming that a can-
didate for the ḥillazon must meet all Talmudic criteria—and if it does not, it 
must be rejected. Even within the camp of those who give precedence to rab-
binic sources, he gives exclusive status to the Babylonian Talmud and de-
mands that all the Talmudic references to the ḥillazon be met. He claims 
that no Talmudic reference can be neglected or replaced by a midrashic one, 
in contrast to supporters of tekhelet, who sometimes prefer midrashic sources 
over Talmudic. Accordingly, Reisman’s argument not only disqualifies the 
Murex but also the Sepia officinalis of the Radzin Hasidim—and probably 
Herzog’s proposal, as well. Reisman’s approach represents an extreme adher-
ence to the Talmudic texts describing the ḥillazon. However, that sort of 
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approach does not explicitly object to science. Theoretically, it is still possi
ble that one day, a perfect candidate will be found that fits all the Talmudic 
references.

Hence, we can see that on the science–religion axis, supporters of tekhelet 
tended to lean toward scientific proofs, while their opponents were largely 
oriented more toward religious texts. However, the opinions were not di-
chotomous. There were intermediate positions that combined science and 
religion in a more complex way. Although Murex advocates sometimes aban-
doned Talmudic requirements when they conflicted with scientific evidence, 
they did insist on religious considerations and even used them polemically to 
reject other opinions. For example, members of Ptil Tekhelet objected to the 
Sepia officinalis because it did not meet certain Talmudic criteria, such as that 
the ḥillazon should live on the eastern coast of the Mediterranean.

Such a combination of scientific and religious considerations can also be 
seen in the arguments of the Radzin Hasidim. From their perspective, po-
sitioning either tradition or Talmud as the primary criterion for identifying 
the ḥillazon does not reject science per se; rather, it downgrades science to a 
secondary level. Specifically, those who give priority to the Talmud would 
not reject science, as long as the Talmudic criteria are met. A scientific ar-
gument of that type was expressed by the aforementioned Radzin Hasid and 
professor of medicine, Mendel Singer, who claimed that the specific archae-
ological evidence promoted by Murex advocates was not reliable. He argued 
that the scholarly literature about dyeing in antiquity cited by Murex advo-
cates was outdated. According to updated scholarship, he wrote, there was 
no archaeological evidence that the Murex had been used for blue dye. Al-
though this specific criticism collapsed as soon as archaeologists found evi-
dence of its use in the Judaean desert a few years later,48 it demonstrated that 
scientific argument was used not only by Murex advocates but also by sup-
porters of the Radzin tekhelet. Additionally, the Radzin Hasidim, like the 
members of Ptil Tekhelet, are flexible in their approach, open to abandon-
ing some of the Talmudic sources if they generate obstacles to the Sepia of-
ficinalis, their candidate for the ḥillazon.

The debates between Murex advocates and the Radzin group allude to a 
different historical objective in each tekhelet project: although the Radzin 
Hasidim wear their tekhelet on their tsitsit, they do not claim that their 
tekhelet is the original one, but rather a tekhelet that strictly adheres to a 
wide array of rabbinic criteria. In contrast, Murex advocates aim for more 
than just a halakhically acceptable dye; their vision is to restore the ancient 
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ḥillazon. To put it succinctly: Radziners aim to wear a “kosher” tekhelet, 
whereas Murex supporters want to identify and wear the historical tekhelet. 
The disagreement between the two camps runs even deeper. On a more phil-
osophical level, these two approaches reflect two different criteria for truth. 
Radziners hold a consistency theory of truth, according to which tekhelet 
should merely be consistent with a set of formal Talmudic criteria. Murex 
supporters, however, implicitly and perhaps unconsciously advocate a corre-
spondence theory of truth, which maintains that tekhelet should correspond 
to “objective” (archaeological) reality.

To be sure, science as such is not rejected by Orthodox Jews. In addi-
tion to the basically positive attitude toward science expressed in the Mod-
ern Orthodox worldview, applied sciences such as medicine and engineering 
are accepted in the daily lives of all Jews and are often used by rabbis in their 
halakhic decisions. However, science in the fields of archaeology and his-
tory, areas on which the research concerning the Murex tekhelet was heavily 
based, are perceived as the most threatening. These areas of knowledge seem 
speculative, unreliable, and open to personal interpretation. They are also 
likely to contradict sacred history and raise heretical doubt in the minds of 
religious people, even potentially leading to secularism.

The debate between religion and science surrounding the renewal of 
tekhelet projects was far from a simplistic, dichotomous conflict. Not all op-
ponents of tekhelet objected to science, and not all advocates of tekhelet 
supported science without hesitation. Additionally, there were two different 
arguments in support of religion: adherence to tradition; and adherence to 
text—namely, the rabbinic texts describing the ḥillazon and the dye. There 
were also two different arguments objecting to science: that science is in-
herently refutable; and that the existing scientific findings do not sufficiently 
conform to rabbinic texts.

Authority and Subversion, Piousness 
and Pretentiousness

Some of tekhelet’s opponents considered it a color that conveyed pretentious-
ness and subversion. The notion of subversion appears as early as the ancient 
rabbinic narrative of the biblical Korah and his prayer shawl made entirely 
of tekhelet. This narrative, appearing first in the Palestinian Talmud and later 
included in medieval midrashim such as Numbers Rabba,49 seems to draw on 
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the fact that the biblical story of Korah (Numbers 16) comes right after the 
commandment to wear tsitsit (Numbers 15). According to that narrative, Ko-
rah and his followers, 250 Israelites who challenged the leadership of Moses 
and his family, asked Moses whether a prayer shawl made entirely of tekhe-
let should be exempt from having a fringe of tekhelet. According to the Tal-
mudic reworking of the biblical narrative, Korah not only asked a theoretical 
question but actually prepared a prayer shawl colored entirely with tekhelet. 
But Moses responded in the negative, insisting that the garment must none-
theless have a tekhelet fringe.50

Korah’s question was subversive because his argument could justify the 
abolition of religious laws.51 Some modern rabbis concluded from Moses’s 
rejection of Korah’s argument that the point of the law of tsitsit is to estab-
lish boundaries and distinctions.52 Accordingly, Korah’s fault was that his 
excessive pietism led him to blur existing norms. Korah’s prayer shawl made 
entirely of tekhelet (tallit she-kula tekhelet) may have intended to parody the 
law by pushing it to the extreme, but it could also have symbolized an anti-
nomian sense of pride. According to the latter interpretation, tekhelet be-
came an emblem of arrogance and subversiveness. Wearing a prayer shawl 
made entirely of the relatively marginal tekhelet would undermine the cen-
tral whiteness of the garment, thereby disturbing the normative order.

We also find tekhelet as a motif of pretension in eighteenth-century 
Eastern European Jewish polemic texts describing insolent Jewish groups 
with various unusual customs. The wearing of a thread of tekhelet is one of 
the customs mentioned in these texts: “There is one of them who is empty 
from any knowledge . . . ​and his actions are strange. He puts white clothing 
on himself, and his hem is with a thread of tekhelet, like On ben Pelet.”53 
There is no evidence for the use of tekhelet among Eastern European Jews 
in the eighteenth century; I tend to see the relevant phrases as metaphors, 
indirect references to the Korah affair. In this instance, as in others, tekhe-
let clearly played a literary role as a symbol of subversiveness.

I noted above that in the nineteenth century, lower-class Jews adopted 
Leiner’s tekhelet in public; they were perceived as pretending to be pious, thereby 
generating quarrels with members of higher classes.54 In this case, tekhelet sig-
nified a class-based subversion. The subversive undertone of tekhelet was more 
explicit in the context of the relationship between Jews and non-Jewish au-
thorities. Notably, non-Jews, particularly non-Jewish authorities, were aware 
of these tekhelet disputes. Indeed, of all the Jewish internal disputes of the 
day, tekhelet was most visible; in order to determine the side to which a Jew 
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belonged, it was sufficient to ask him to expose his tassels. A newspaper 
report on a dispute that took place in 1888 in the Polish town of Rejowiec 
says that the local rabbi, who was a Radzin Hasid, was required to appear 
before the regional administration in Chełm. The Polish official revealed 
the rabbi’s tassels, asked him why he was wearing tassels different from 
those of the other Jews of Chełm, and warned him not to generate further 
strife.55 However, the disputes continued and did not stop even after that 
official visited Rejowiec. According to the correspondent, the rabbi was fi
nally removed from office after one of the rabbi’s opponents told the official 
that the tsaddik of Radzin aspired to rebuild the Jewish Temple and become 
a king. Although it is very unlikely that Leiner had such an aspiration, it is 
possible that his opponent made use of the associations between tekhelet 
and the Temple in the campaign against him.56 The suspicion of political 
subversion implied by messianic aspiration was something that the Polish 
authorities would not tolerate.

The tekhelet renewal projects have an inherently subversive aspect that 
goes deeper than the aforementioned social tensions or the development of 
messianic hope under the vulnerable social reality of life in a diaspora.57 The 
aspiration to renew a forgotten ritual in a ritual system that rejects innova-
tions is somewhat antinomian and likely to raise opposition. This is not sur-
prising, with regard to the Hasidim of Radzin, because this group is known 
for its ethos of slight or soft antinomianism.58

One expression of the inherent antinomianism of the tekhelet renewal 
projects was that in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the proponents 
of tekhelet struggled to get formal approbations for the new tekhelet dyes 
from the leading rabbinic authorities of their day. To be sure, many of these 
rabbis did not reject tekhelet outright. In addition, as noted above, several 
rabbis avoided expressing definite opinions because they were hesitant to 
come to a decision or afraid to enter into controversies. However, the fact 
that very few leading rabbis affirmatively accepted tekhelet is striking.

In the nineteenth century, the argument about the lack of rabbinic 
support was introduced against the Radzin tekhelet; but in the twentieth 
century, this argument was offered by the Radzin Hasidim against Murex 
advocates to claim that no leading rabbinic authority supported the Murex. 
At this point, the Sepia officinalis had already been supported by rabbis of 
the nineteenth century: Leiner himself, who was considered an authority in 
the eyes of the Radzin group, as well as other rabbis who became prominent 
over time.59
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An example of this argument in the twentieth century can be found in 
one of the notable opponents to tekhelet within religious Zionist circles: the 
aforementioned Rabbi Shlomo Aviner, who corresponded with Rabbi Shm-
uel Ariel (b. 1967), a supporter of tekhelet. The two rabbis debated the role 
of science in halakhic decisions. While Aviner objected to affording science 
a role, Ariel argued that doubt lurks under almost every halakhic issue, yet 
decisors (poskim) do not avoid decisions.60 Their debate regarding the sources 
of authority for tekhelet renewal are of particular interest here.

Aviner argued that the approval of contemporary leading rabbis should 
be a prerequisite for any renewal of tekhelet, and these acknowledged lead-
ers (gedolei ha-dor) have refrained from expressing their opinions. Aviner also 
argued that the personal adoption of tekhelet by laity or by young people 
constituted an act of pietistic pretense and even rudeness vis-à-vis these lead-
ing rabbis. In Ariel’s response to Aviner, he complained that the leading 
rabbis were overly hesitant. Moreover, in the specific case of tekhelet, which 
requires knowledge from various fields of science, Orthodox tekhelet schol-
ars should be considered more authoritative than rabbis who are unacquainted 
with the subject, prominent as they may be. That sort of argument, high-
lighting the authority of science and its priority over the authority of the 
rabbis, undermines an allegedly fundamental Orthodox premise. Ariel also 
hinted that by saying that no leading rabbis supported tekhelet, Aviner did 
not pay proper respect to leading religious Zionist rabbis who did support 
tekhelet, such as Rabbi Dov Lior. The debate did not remain calm. Indeed, 
it became emotionally charged when Aviner responded furiously to Ariel’s 
claim about sources of authority on the question of tekhelet, a claim that 
seemed subversive in Aviner’s eyes:

Who are we to preach to the leading rabbis to hasten their deci-
sion? What will happen if we wait a few more years or even genera-
tions?! Is the Israelite community burning in fire because there is 
no tekhelet?! Is it such an urgent problem?! Open your eyes and you 
will see so many young people cry for the honor of the tekhelet cord. 
They put a tekhelet cord in their tsitsit in order not to omit a single 
law of the Torah. However, other laws are not so precious for them, 
and they repulsively transgress in slander, trivia, getting close to 
women, adopting rotten behavior and other sicknesses, God forbid. 
And this is a sign that the tekhelet cord is for them nothing but 
arrogance and haughtiness. They also do not avoid criticizing the 
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great rabbis of our generation. But scholars and righteous men like 
you know for sure that one needs patience and humility for these 
great rabbis of our generation, and to humbly accept their restraint. 
And this is incomparably more important than the tekhelet cord.61

Aviner’s argument that there are much more urgent issues than the renewal 
of the tekhelet commandment echoes similar arguments made in the nine-
teenth century.62 The tension between Aviner and the supporters of tekhe-
let seems to have had an intergenerational dimension: Ariel, who is almost 
twenty-five years younger than Aviner, saw the hesitancy or inaction of the 
sages as excessive conservatism. In turn, Aviner saw that sort of criticism as 
dangerous subversion by an arrogant younger generation that lacked respect 
for its sages.

The haughty independence denounced by Aviner can also be understood 
as an expression of what the Israeli sociologist Shlomo Fischer termed “the 
Romantic expressivist nationalistic religious culture” of contemporary reli-
gious Zionism in Israel.63 Although Fischer did not refer to tekhelet, his ob-
servations can be applied here. From that perspective, wearing a tekhelet 
cord in public is an individualistic act that expresses a pietistic return to an-
cient roots and emphasizes the radical aspect of tekhelet rather than its 
modern facets.

The tension exposed by the Aviner–Ariel exchange represents a deeper 
split in contemporary Israeli religious Zionism—between the “Ḥardalim,” 
who are closer on several issues to ultra-Orthodox Jews, and other religious 
Zionists. The Ḥardalim are often characterized as relatively conservative in 
halakhic matters. Aviner represents the Ḥardalim, and Ariel the non-
Ḥardalim. It is interesting to note that Aviner was not entirely consistent 
in his position about tekhelet. While he did not count specific rabbis such 
as Dov Lior as gedolei ha-dor in the context of tekhelet, he did consider him 
as such in the context of another debate that centered on the method of 
teaching the Bible in religious Zionist yeshivot.64

Another example of the tension between the conservatism represented 
by Aviner and more activist religious Zionist initiatives was Aviner’s opposi-
tion to attempts by Orthodox Jews to enter the Temple Mount. On this 
matter, he also stated that the majority of the leading rabbis did not support 
the activist approach.65 The debate about attitudes toward the Temple and 
the Temple Mount is a major one within contemporary Israeli religious cul-
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ture, and extends well beyond the question of whether to ascend the Mount. 
Tekhelet played a role in this debate, to which we will now turn.

Messianism and the Temple: Hastening  
or Hindering Redemption

The renewal of tekhelet in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was ac-
companied by messianic hopes of various sorts. In Chapter 4, I mentioned 
messianic sentiments associated with the renewal of the ancient Jewish past; 
the personal messianism of fulfillment of the commandments following the 
ability to perform a hitherto-missing commandment; and the utopian mes-
sianism of the integration of science and religion. In this section, I will elab-
orate on another aspect of tekhelet and messianism, an aspect connected to 
the renewal of the past. This is the messianism associated with the renewal 
of the Temple liturgy in Jerusalem. According to supporters of tekhelet, the 
renewal of tekhelet removed one more obstacle on the path toward renew-
ing the Temple, thereby advancing the establishment of a religious Jewish 
state and the ultimate redemption of the Jewish people.

The connection between tekhelet and the Temple is biblical, of course. 
The Bible presented the tekhelet dye as a requirement for the cloths that 
covered the artifacts in the Tabernacle and the Temple, as well as for the 
vestments of the priests.66 But the seminal source that connects tekhelet to 
the Temple in the context of messianic redemption, a source that has been 
quoted extensively since the nineteenth century, is a short kabbalistic text 
on the tsitsit included in Pri etz ḥaim by the kabbalist Ḥaim Vital (1543–1620), 
a book containing kabbalistic material from the school of Vital’s master Isaac 
Luria.67 According to Vital, in the wake of the destruction of the Temple, 
the Israelites lack the spiritual strength to put tekhelet on their tsitsit because 
they do not have the spiritual strength to grasp sefirah ḥokhmah, which is 
associated with tekhelet. The absence of tekhelet has a spiritual significance, 
and it is congruent with a historical reality in which the Temple has been 
destroyed. Vital did not express any opinion supporting or opposing tekhe-
let; the question was not relevant in his time. However, nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century rabbis referred to this text during the tekhelet renewal 
projects, interpreting it as an argument against tekhelet, according to which 
it is undesirable, and even forbidden, to restore tekhelet as long as the Temple 
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has not been rebuilt, perhaps because the Jewish people do not have the nec-
essary spiritual power.

Another source that associates tekhelet with the Temple, cited several 
times as an argument against the renewal of tekhelet, is part of a homily by 
the Hasidic leader Rabbi Israel Hofstein of Kozienice (1737–1814):

Tekhelet, too, indicates the control of God, blessed be he, over those 
who act against his will. And [God] wanders everywhere, and as 
soon as a man notices that, then fear will hold him and his heart 
will be elevated in awakening. Hence, one should put a thread of 
tekhelet on his tsitsit. This is why, in the days of the Temple, when 
the Israelites were in grandeur and peace, they needed tekhelet to 
be reminded of God’s awe. But now they do not need tekhelet 
because even without tekhelet, the hearts of the Israelites break due 
to the hard times they experience. Moreover, a white thread is re-
quired to remind [us] that nevertheless God’s grace is upon us and 
he will never leave us.68

As we have seen in previous chapters, tekhelet represents divine judgment, 
as well as the fear of God. According to Hofstein, in the era of the Temple, a 
time of peace and divine grace, tekhelet played the role of judgment, the 
divine quality that is the opposite of grace. But in the reality of exile, when 
the Temple remains destroyed and Jews suffer, they already possess the awe 
of God; therefore, they do not need tekhelet to remind them of the divine 
presence. Both Vital and Hofstein characterized tekhelet as a spiritual entity 
that is inaccessible in times of exile. But whereas Vital emphasized the asso-
ciation of tekhelet with sefirah ḥokhmah, the second topmost sefirah, Hofstein 
highlighted the association between tekhelet and the sefirah of judgment, 
which is lower. Yet the arguments were sometimes presented side by side in 
order to reinforce the objection to tekhelet.69

The renewal of the Temple liturgy and the renewal of tekhelet are two 
modern projects of renewal that emerged in nineteenth-century Orthodox 
Judaism, continue to the present, and intersect from time to time. Argu-
ments regarding tekhelet have appeared in the debates about the renewal of 
the Temple liturgy, and arguments regarding the Temple have been brought 
to bear in debates about the renewal of tekhelet.

Renewal of the Temple was the subject of debate well before the renewal 
of tekhelet. The discourse on the liturgy of the Temple has been one of many 
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issues discussed routinely in halakhic literature throughout the years. Tekhe-
let played a role in this discourse, along with other dyes that were required: 
argaman (purple) and tola‘at shani (scarlet). The requirement of the dyes was 
only one among many requirements for the Temple liturgy, such as the red 
heifer, whose ashes are required for purification.

The halakhic discourse about the Temple liturgy remained theoretical 
until the mid-nineteenth century, when various rabbis began to discuss the 
possibility of renewing the liturgy of the Temple. It is possible that in the 
background of that messianic discourse was the messianic awakening among 
Jews toward the year 1840, together with the emergence of Jewish national-
ism. In particular, during 1831–1841, Palestine, the Land of Israel, was under 
the relatively tolerant rule of Muhammad Ali; this, too, may have ignited 
messianic hopes.70

Tekhelet was one of the subjects to arise in this nineteenth-century 
discussion of the Temple. No one disputed the idea that tekhelet was indeed 
required for renewing the liturgy of the Temple, but there was a debate 
about the necessity of a ḥillazon. While the ḥillazon was considered mandatory 
for the tekhelet of tsitsit, there was no general agreement as to whether it 
was also mandatory for the liturgy of the Temple. For example, the German 
rabbi Israel Lipschitz (1782–1860),71 in his commentary to the Mishnah, 
Tiferet israel (1843), discussed the requirements for the priestly garments in 
the Temple, and concluded that on the matter of tekhelet, the only require-
ment was a steadfast himmelblau (sky blue) dye; it did not have to be produced 
from a ḥillazon.72

In an attempt to remove or bypass any factor that would inhibit the prac-
tical renewal of the Temple, individuals or groups that wanted to reinstate 
Temple worship adopted the argument that ḥillazon was unnecessary for this 
worship. Tzvi Hirsch Kalisher (1795–1864), a proto-Zionist rabbi who also had 
practical aspirations to renew Temple liturgy, expressed a similar stance in 
letters that he wrote in the 1830s that were eventually included in his book 
Derishat tsion, first published in 1862.73 Kalisher corresponded on this matter 
with his own rabbi, Akiva Eiger, but Eiger disagreed with Kalisher. He 
thought that ḥillazon was required not only for tsitsit but also for objects 
used in the Temple.

Support for the renewal of certain components of Temple liturgy does 
not mean automatic support for tekhelet. Consider two aforementioned 
rivals with regard to the renewal of tekhelet: Akiva Yosef Schlesinger was an 
enthusiastic supporter of tekhelet, whereas Hillel Moshe Meshl Gelbstein 
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was a fierce opponent who ran a campaign against Schlesinger in Jerusalem 
in the 1890s.74 However, both rabbis supported the renewal of various parts 
of the Temple liturgy: Schlesinger attempted to renew the Passover sacri-
fice, as well as the blowing of the ram’s horn (shofar) on the New Year holi-
day when it occurs on the Sabbath; Gelbstein wanted to renew the ancient 
practice of guarding the temple (shemirat ha-mikdash). While it is unclear 
how Schlesinger perceived the role of tekhelet in the process of renewing 
the Temple liturgy, we do know that Gelbstein explicitly rejected it, claim-
ing that the Temple should be rebuilt only after the messiah has come, but 
not before. That is, tekhelet alone cannot be a driving force for the rebuild-
ing of the Temple.

Just as tekhelet played a role in the Temple discourse, the destroyed 
Temple played a role in the nineteenth-century discourse on tekhelet. When 
Leiner began his tekhelet project, his focus was the tsitsit rather than the 
Temple; unlike Kalisher, he did not have national aspirations. However, once 
he declared that he had found the ḥillazon, he insisted that it must be put to 
use both in the tsitsit and in the Temple.75 Moreover, because he thought 
that he had found the ḥillazon, he believed that he had removed one of the 
obstacles to the renewal of the Temple liturgy and supported the renewal of 
that liturgy prior to the arrival of the messiah.76 In other words, while he 
was not an activist like Kalisher, he indirectly supported the nationalist 
approach.

Opponents to Leiner’s tekhelet project introduced the aforementioned 
text by Vital as a counterargument that tekhelet should not be restored as 
long as the Temple liturgy has not been renewed. Even those who hesitated 
to issue a clear decision, such as the aforementioned Rabbi Yisrael Yehoshua 
Trunk of Kutno, included this argument in their halakhic responsa on the 
subject of tekhelet.77 Leiner acknowledged this argument but objected to 
Trunk’s interpretation of Vital as rejecting the renewal of tekhelet.78

The Bratslav Hasidim who supported Leiner’s tekhelet presented an 
original messianic tradition. According to that tradition, in a mysterious book 
called Maḥane dan, allegedly penned by the seventeenth-century Polish kab-
balist Shimshon of Ostropol, a prophecy forecasts the discovery of tekhelet as 
part of a chain of eschatological events. Specifically, according to that tradition, 
after the messianic year of 1840, a man inspired by the light of the kabbalistic 
emanation ḥokhmah will discover tekhelet and use it to adorn the emanation 
malkhut. The problem with this messianic tradition is that the book Maḥane 
dan is unavailable. It was either lost or did not exist at all.79 Still, the recep-
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tion of this tradition by Bratslav Hasidim proves that they understood the 
renewal of tekhelet as a messianic event taking place within the period of 
redemption. According to this understanding, the historical reality of exile 
referred to by Vital’s source ended in 1840, so that this source cannot be used 
as an argument against the renewal of tekhelet since the 1880s.

The role of tekhelet in relation to the Temple surfaced again in the twen-
tieth century. Herzog and Rabbi Yechiel Michel Tukachinsky (1872–1955) 
corresponded between 1949 and 1953 about specific requirements of tekhelet 
for the Temple.80 Tukachinsky, a scholar of halakhah, wrote a book on the 
Jewish Temple, and discussed the legal requirements for renewing the Temple 
liturgy.81 He presented numerous obstacles to the renewal of the Temple lit-
urgy. Some of these revolved around the unavailability of tekhelet. The 
most difficult issue, according to Tukachinsky, was not the Lurianic tradi-
tion about the absence of tekhelet after the destruction of the Temple, but 
rather the lack of knowledge about the exact hue of tekhelet. Herzog, en-
thusiastic about tekhelet, presented his aforementioned opinion that the color 
of tekhelet could be determined by its similarity to indigo.82 Ultimately, how-
ever, Tukachinsky was not convinced. He argued that we still do not know 
the exact hue of tekhelet, and therefore cannot rely on it to restore the Temple 
liturgy.

In the 1990s, the debate regarding the status of tekhelet in the Temple 
liturgy became a focal point in the efforts of the Temple Institute (Mekhon 
ha-Mikdash) in Jerusalem. The Temple Institute was founded in 1984 in or-
der to prepare and promote the renewal of the Temple liturgy. One of its 
major objectives is the preparation of various artifacts required for that lit-
urgy (for an example of a tekhelet garment, see Figure 14 in the color plates). 
Some artifacts present obstacles that must be addressed. The issue of a red 
heifer, mentioned above, has yet to be resolved.83 However, the issue of tekhe-
let, required for the garments of the high priest, among other objects, seems 
to have been resolved by the introduction of the new tekhelet.

In 1996, the Temple Institute published the fifth volume of its periodical 
Tsfia (Heb., “observation”; but the Hebrew spelling also denotes tsipia, which 
means “anticipation”).84 This volume was dedicated to the dyes required for 
Temple worship: tekhelet, argaman, and tola‘at shani. Much of the volume 
discusses tekhelet in an anonymous polemic that might have been formu-
lated by the Temple Institute’s head, Rabbi Israel Ariel (b. 1939).

The polemical argument of the text was directed first and foremost 
against the general opponents of tekhelet, specifically Rabbi Menachem Mendel 
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Kasher (1895–1983), who opposed Herzog’s support for the renewal of tekhe-
let.85 Surprisingly, the Temple Institute argued against Murex advocates as 
well—namely, against those who had introduced a tekhelet dye and appar-
ently removed an obstacle to the renewal of the Temple liturgy. Why?

The argument against Murex advocates was that they were overly 
engaged in scholastic discussion about the details of the ḥillazon and the 
characteristics of the dye and too absorbed in debates justifying their 
innovation. According to the Temple Institute, renewing the Temple 
liturgy is an urgent issue that cannot wait for that kind of theoretical 
deliberation.

The polemic against Murex advocates includes an extensive halakhic dis-
cussion with various arguments that all lead to a similar conclusion: that 
the criteria for a ḥillazon are not as strict and definite as the supporters of 
ḥillazon claim. First, there is no need to produce the dye from a specific mol-
lusk because the rabbinic statements are not that clear-cut. Second, the 
exact hue of tekhelet is not important as long as it is bluish. Third, and most 
important, the production of tekhelet from ḥillazon is relevant only for the 
tekhelet of tsitsit; even then, it is only a mitzvah min hamuvḥar, meaning that 
it is not mandatory for fulling the commandment but rather an option for 
enhanced fulfillment of the law. This flexible approach regarding tekhelet 
stems from a general stance that laws related to the Temple should be per-
formed despite any doubts that may be associated with them. Otherwise, 
Temple worship runs the risk of indefinite delay due to excessive caution. This 
lenient approach toward the debates surrounding tekhelet is exemplified by 
the author’s recommendation: “If one would like to be strict and conform to all 
opinions, one could put on the priestly sash various hues of tekhelet, such 
as dark blue, light blue, and even ḥillazon tekhelet, if available. That way, he 
will conform to all demands and hues. Also, if one would like to conform to 
all opinions, one could take tekhelet from various mollusk species; color the 
cords according to various approaches; and prepare the priestly sash as such. 
This way, one adheres to all halakhic opinions.”86 As with the aforemen-
tioned debate between Aviner and Ariel, here the debate surrounding tekhe-
let reflects a broader tension. In the debate about the tekhelet of tsitsit, tekhelet 
advocates complained that the prominent rabbis of the generation were too 
hesitant; but in the context of the Temple, these same advocates are those 
accused of hindering the progress of the Temple. Thus, Murex advocates are 
indicted both from the conservative standpoint of Aviner and the radical 
position of the Temple Institute.87
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The debates about the role of tekhelet in the renewal of the Temple lit-
urgy were actually between those who aimed to actively pave the way toward 
rebuilding the Temple and restoring its liturgy, and those who objected to 
that aim. Proponents believed that rebuilding the Temple should be the first 
step and the motive force toward redemption, after which, among other signs 
of redemption, the messiah will arrive. Opponents, however, understood the 
arrival of the messiah as the necessary first step; only then could the Temple 
be rebuilt. This debate regarding the Temple is a particular articulation of a 
broader question about the role of human activity in the messianic endeavor, 
a debate between two ever-present messianic trends in Judaism. One is ac-
tivist, and assumes that human actions will generate a sequence of events 
that will eventually lead to the End of Days. The other is passivist, assum-
ing that it is God who should initiate the sequence of events, while human 
beings should wait for these events, including the arrival of the messiah, to 
occur. According to the passivists, taking active measures toward the renewal 
of the Temple and its liturgy is not only unhelpful but is even sinful and 
harmful. It is sinful because it is against God’s will; it is harmful because it 
could enrage God and cause him to delay his planned End of Days. Such 
debates on the question of rebuilding the Temple have arisen since the nine-
teenth century, and they have persisted into the present day.

Although messianism is a notable aspect of tekhelet, members of the 
Ptil Tekhelet association, who publicize and disseminate tekhelet, do not 
highlight this aspect in their publications. Messianism in Israel is a contro-
versial issue; the organization seems to deny or marginalize messianism for 
the sake of wider acceptance of the other aspect of tekhelet—the tekhelet of 
tsitsit—which they see as more personally relevant to every Jew. Such a de-
nial may have been an extension of Herzog’s avoidance of speaking on the 
tekhelet of the Temple, as noted above.88

Conclusion

Although the renewal of tekhelet pertained to one detail of a single com-
mandment, and the opposition to it was often presented as an attempt to 
prevent schisms within Jewish society or Orthodox Judaism, the debates sur-
rounding tekhelet were much more complex. The renewal of tekhelet was a 
significant innovation in contemporary Orthodox Judaism, and not only in 
the relationship between Jewish law and modernity; the renewal of tekhelet 
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also advanced the agenda of those interested in the reestablishment of the 
Temple liturgy, a position with inevitable political resonance. For this rea-
son, the renewal of tekhelet raised deep opposition. The arguments that were 
presented against Leiner’s tekhelet initiative were later repeated in various 
forms against the attempts to renew tekhelet using the Murex snail.

First, the renewal of tekhelet instituted a minor change in the manner of 
observance; but in a conservative legal system, even a small change was con-
sidered very threatening. Orthodox Judaism pursued the ethos of “the new 
is forbidden by the Torah” (ḥadash asur min ha-Torah), introduced by Rabbi 
Moshe Sofer (1762–1839), a founding father of Orthodox Judaism, known as 
the Ḥatam Sofer; it saw any renewal in the domain of Jewish law as a possible 
threat that must be stopped. This basic approach can be seen as the driving 
force for all the religious opposition to the renewal of tekhelet.

The renewal of tekhelet also introduced a paradigm shift with regard to 
sources of authority for Orthodox Jews, according to which, in some cases, 
science should take preference over tradition and rabbis. In the case of tekhe-
let, scientific knowledge was not just secondary or auxiliary in the halakhic 
discussion; it was a major source, without which the Murex tekhelet could 
not have been renewed. This shift afforded Orthodox Jews autonomy in mak-
ing their halakhic decisions about tekhelet. Thus, the Murex supporters 
were accused of undermining the authority of the Talmud (for example, by 
claiming that Talmudic characterizations of the ḥillazon are aggadic, contain-
ing literary hyperbolics, and should not be taken literally as halakhic require-
ments), as well as the sovereign authority of Orthodox rabbis (for example, by 
the claim that they do not possess the scientific knowledge required, in the 
case of tekhelet).

The resistance to the renewal of tekhelet, then, is hardly surprising. In 
a Jewish culture of stringency in the performance of halakhah and opposi-
tion to any halakhic innovation, attempts to renew the tekhelet command-
ment were perceived as antinomian. The restoration of this ancient law 
amounted to the violation of the prevailing halakhic praxis of using only 
white threads. The antinomian aspect of tekhelet was not only the novelty 
of the dye; it was also the enthusiastic pursuit of authenticity and even per-
fection in religious life. That sort of perfectionism (exemplified in the legend 
of Korah) was thought to blur or even breach the borders of halakhah, which 
operates in an imperfect world.

The most fundamental criticism presented by the opponents of tekhe-
let challenged the use of science altogether, claiming that scientific evidence 
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should not determine halakhah because scientific arguments are always sub-
ject to refutation. According to this argument, it is the very advancement of 
science that proves its limitations.

Modern tekhelet, both the nineteenth- and twentieth-century versions, 
encapsulates modernity’s challenge to Orthodoxy. Although the tekhelet ini-
tiative is presented as a restoration of ancient tradition, it actually breaks 
with another tradition, the later Orthodox practice of intentionally avoiding 
tekhelet. The conservative Orthodox rejection of the renewal of tekhelet in 
the name of tradition is, in fact, a modern understanding of halakhah that 
aims to protect the existing state, even if that renewal is accepted as authen
tic. As such, paradoxically, the rejection of innovation and submission to rab-
binical authority in the name of tradition was undermined by a modern 
project that claimed to pursue an even more authentic tradition.





  C o n c l u s i o n

In an essay titled “A Journey in Blue,” the Israeli poet Nathan Zach (1930–
2020) surveyed the role of the color blue in nineteenth-century European 
literature, and then continued his journey into the Hebrew literature of the 
twentieth century.1 As we approach the end of this book’s journey, I would 
like, in the footsteps of Zach, to digress briefly into some literary examples.

One work that Zach reviewed was “Between Water and Water” (Heb., 
“Bein mayim le-mayim,” 1909), by Yosef Ḥaim Brenner (1881–1921). In this 
story, a young woman who lives in Palestine reads a poem written by a fic-
tional poet named David Yoffe. The poem, part of a collection called The 
Blue Melodies (Heb., Ha-manginot ha-keḥulot), features the following:

Water . . . ​Water . . . ​Water . . .
Bluish water . . . ​Bluish . . . ​Bluish . . .
From the hiding place of my bed, from under my cover, with blue 

lips I shall emerge alone, to the bluish world.
I loved my bluish blanket, I loved it as I love the sky, the blue sky 

that is above my head, as I love the bluish dove-like eyes that 
my lover of my dreams has . . .

I am part of the bluish world, and I will cherish the blue life,
In a blue summer night, my world will hover upon the blue sky, 

among the numerous stars, my star will shine, will glitter.2

In this imagined reverie on blue, Brenner mocks the prodigious appearance 
of the color in the Hebrew literature of the early twentieth century.3

Zach read Brenner’s parody as part of a more serious critique of early 
twentieth-century Hebrew authors, concluding that it represented “art for 
art’s sake, uninvolved art, apolitical part, amoral art.”4 He further noted that 
the European romantic tendency to emphasize the role of blue had raised 
criticism. This criticism was not limited to the usage of colors, of course. It 
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was a broader debate in nineteenth-century European culture on the idea of 
l’art pour l’art. An argument was advanced that it is immoral—indeed, im-
possible—to separate art from its social and political context. In the context 
of Hebrew literature of that time, the criticism was that such aesthetics 
seemed almost nihilistic, out of joint with the urgent business of the day: 
nation-building.

Additionally, Zach claimed that the romantic tendency of l’art pour l’art 
was given precedence over religious or traditional motifs for blue (motifs that 
were discussed in the chapters above), even among poets otherwise known 
for using distinctively Jewish religious or national themes. As one example, 
he discusses the work of Yaacov Kahan (1881–1960), a prominent poet who 
belonged to the Jewish Revisionist party and published notable national-
istic poems. With regard to blue, Kahan’s work seems to have moved from 
religious allusions to secular imagery. Zach points to a poem that Kahan 
published in 1909 in which tekhelet is associated with the celestial sap-
phire and the Throne of Glory; by 1926, however, the frequent mentions 
of tekhelet in Kahan’s work appeared in a purely romantic and nonreli-
gious guise.

I would support a less decisive argument than Zach’s: the particular re-
ligious and the purely artistic characters of the color blue can coexist rather 
than replace each other. Consider Yocheved Bat-Miriam (1901-1979), who made 
extensive reference to the color blue. Her well-known poem “The Land of 
Israel” (“Eretz yisrael”), from 1937, combines personal, religious, and national 
motifs of the color blue.5

The presentation of the status of the color blue by Zach overlooks its rela-
tive status to other colors. As previously noted, neglecting the other parts of 
the palette can generate a partial image. An example can be found in Zach’s 
observations on Uri Zvi Greenberg (1896-1981), the leading poet of the nation-
alist Zionist parties. Zach classified Greenberg among those who criticized 
the so-called nihilist representation of blue as a color detached from social 
and political life, although he also referred to blue in a romantic manner. 
But the Greenberg case as presented by Zach is complicated. In Greenberg’s 
poetry, red and gold predominate, not blue.6 As Dan Miron has noted, it is 
the color red that represents political activism, whereas blue represents 
Greenberg’s personal yearnings, primarily for his childhood.7 It is possible 
to say, then, that in the poetry of Greenberg, there is a kind of “division of 
labor” between the colors red and blue. A similar tendency can be found in the 
poetry of Amir Gilboa (1917-1984), in whose collection of poems Blues and 
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Reds (Keḥulim va-adumim) scholars have identified transitions between a 
celestial blue and an earthly, often bloody, red.8

The Israeli art critic Gideon Ofrat (b. 1945) makes a case for a similar 
kind of coexistence in the domain of Israeli visual art. Because red is the 
color of blood, it has long represented the corporeal sphere; blue, the color 
of the sky, has been perceived as belonging to the spiritual realm. Ofrat argues 
that Israeli artists tend to replace red tones with bluish tones so that, in their 
work, blue often has a reddish tinge and red a bluish tinge. Hence, claims 
Ofrat, the Israeli blue is less detached from the social and the political than 
the European blue.9 One might speculate that this red-blue mélange is related 
to another tendency of Israeli artists: to represent the corporeal characteris-
tics of the Land of Israel, emphasizing the clear blue sky and blue sea, as 
related to the political endeavor of Zionism. Ofrat, who wrote his own essay 
on blue, also noted the religious and social motifs of blue in Israeli art.10

* * *

For Naḥman of Bratslav, tekhelet is a color between black and white, as well 
as the color of the mixing of black and white (but he does not use the name 
of another hue, such as gray). It is the color that appears when black ink is 
impressed on white paper.11 This rather enigmatic characterization of tekhe-
let as a liminal color is actually congruent with a more general characteristic 
of the color blue in Judaism as a liminal color, which simultaneously sepa-
rates and connects different domains. As we have seen, the color blue, more 
than any other color in Judaism, plays dual roles: as a color of contrasts and 
a color of bridging.

Tekhelet was presented in Jewish mystical literature as a color between 
darkness and light, between the primordial darkness and the light of cre-
ation, but also the color of dawn that separates the night from the rising 
morning. Blue as a liminal color further appears in its positioning between 
earthly creatures and divine entities. Such positioning is shown in the as-
sociation of tekhelet with the last emanation, malkhut, which is often pre-
sented as a link between the earthly and the divine. The last emanation 
gathers the divine influx from the sefirot above, transferring it to the earthly 
creatures, while uplifting the prayers of human beings to the divine realm. If 
the last emanation has any color whatsoever as an object of contemplation, it 
seems to be blue. In this context, the last emanation is often portrayed as a 
blue sea, a vessel gathering the influx before transferring it further.
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Such positioning can also be seen when tekhelet is associated with the 
curtain covering the Throne of Glory, thereby dividing the human domain 
from that of the divine. The separation between the domains also connects 
them. That state of being, between the earthly and the divine, is ambiguous 
because it both conceals and reveals the divine entities. The concealment is 
an act of separation, whereas the revelation is an act of attachment and 
encounter.

Another prominent duality that blue is associated with is that of the 
individual and the collective. An important manifestation of this duality con-
cerns tekhelet in experiences of the divine. The color blue is indeed associ-
ated with individual experiences of the divine. As Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan wrote 
in his discussion of meditating on tekhelet, “blue is always a color associated 
with vision and prophecy.”12 But that very same mystical context also pre
sents blue as Kenesset Yisrael, the gathering of Israel, constituting blue as a 
color with shared significance for all Jews. A second manifestation of this 
duality is in the earthly realm—between tekhelet as an aspect of the per-
sonal commandment of the tsitsit, and the communal blue, associated with 
Zionism as a social movement, and manifested in the color of the Israeli flag 
and the Israeli national symbol of the menorah. In the discussion above, I 
added another element to this duality: the renewal of the tekhelet dye, par-
ticularly in the twentieth century, tied together the personal commandment 
of the tsitsit with collective Jewish national symbols in which the color blue 
played an important role. These national symbols are the Jewish Temple, as 
well as the blue Mediterranean Sea of the Land of Israel, the source of the 
ḥillazon. Moreover, the fact that the tekhelet of the tsitsit was adopted pri-
marily by religious Zionist Jews emphasizes the link between the religious 
tekhelet and the national Zionist blue.

In addition to all of the above, the color blue has two seemingly contra-
dictory features: it is a positive color, heralding goodness and prosperity; and 
it is a harbinger of ill omen and danger. This dual role of tekhelet is dis-
cernible in antiquity but crystallized in medieval kabbalah, when tekhelet 
was linked with the last emanation of the kabbalistic system of sefirot, an 
emanation traditionally characterized as a dual action of both divine judg-
ment and divine mercy. Such duality was manifested with regard to the evil 
eye, as well: blue was at once the “illness” and the cure. In this context, it is 
worth mentioning the myth of the shekhinah, who covers herself with a tekhe-
let garment to deter the forces of evil attracted to her. And in the context of 
the tekhelet dye, there was one blue that was the genuine tekhelet and an-
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other that was the fake tekhelet, kala ilan, which was sometimes considered 
a symbol of the forces of evil. In the national context, blue was the color of 
clothing imposed on Jews under certain rulers in the diaspora, which was 
understood as exile but also the color of Jewish sovereignty in times per-
ceived as redemptive.

The paradox of tekhelet can be seen as a manifestation of another char-
acterization of this color: its exceptionality. This was alluded to by Rabbi 
Meir as early as the second century ce but was expanded upon in later peri-
ods. Tekhelet has been the subject of obscure characterizations as a unifica-
tion of all colors, the source of all colors, and also as a “noncolor.” I have 
suggested that the unavailability of tekhelet for centuries of Jewish material 
culture may have made it into a color of enigma.

Blue is thus everywhere and nowhere. It is the color of a people dis-
persed among the nations but in a permanent state of exile and homeless-
ness. This people has a commandment in which a thread of blue miraculously 
represents all other commandments; but for centuries, it could not fulfill 
that commandment because of the absence of the tekhelet dye. It is a color 
represented by a forgotten mollusk, waiting to be given to the righteous in 
the World to Come. It is a color that, in the Jewish context, has been portrayed 
as somehow superior and inferior at the same time.

* * *

If there ever was a color with a Jewish history, it is the color blue. This book 
has presented a history of the material and spiritual aspects of that color, as 
well as the entwinement of these aspects since early modern times.

In the early modern period, blue seemed to embody passivity and vul-
nerability. For example, Jews perceived blue clothing, which was often im-
posed on them by Ottoman sumptuary laws, as a defense against the evil 
eye, particularly the evil eye of non-Jews. Consider also the unavailability of 
the tekhelet dye: for kabbalists, the weakness and humiliation of the Jews in 
exile prevented them from fulfilling the commandment of tekhelet, which 
would be renewed only in times of redemption. Hence, it is not surprising 
that in this period, Jews often associated the color blue with the color black, 
both of which represented humility and even exilic mourning.

The second half of the nineteenth century witnessed a shift in the sta-
tus of the color blue among Jews. Advances in the research, discovery, and 
production of colorants, including ancient antique dyes, were fertile ground 
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for reproducing the ancient tekhelet dye. Additionally, a growing push for 
Jewish nationalism and self-sovereignty stimulated messianic expectations 
among some Orthodox rabbis that the Temple liturgy, for which tekhelet 
was required, would be renewed. The Zionist movement adopted blue as its 
signature color, not only because of the tekhelet dye but also because it was 
associated with the skies of the Land of Israel. And archaeological discover-
ies of mollusks and dyed textiles in the young State of Israel gave further 
impetus to the research and production of tekhelet.

From the early modern emphasis on darker shades of blue, which rep-
resented the vulnerability and passivity of the Jews, the trend moved toward 
brighter hues, marking a shift toward Jewish self-confidence and activism in 
both the religious and political realms. Bright hues, which psychologists of-
ten associate with optimism, might reflect the excitement of the seeming 
fulfillment of messianic hopes.

The alleged rediscoveries in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries of 
the lost ḥillazon and the procedure for producing the tekhelet dye have gen-
erated intense controversy among Orthodox Jews. Some are eager to rein-
state the rituals of tekhelet, thus contributing to the restoration of the ancient 
Israelite past; others vigorously reject such attempts. While the strife ap-
pears to center on one specific commandment, it reflects much broader is-
sues in contemporary Judaism.

Supporters of this renewal see it as a quintessential example of the use 
of modern science (optics, biology, chemistry, etc.) for religious purposes—
in this case, the revival of a long-lost biblical commandment. Moreover, the 
contemporary use of tekhelet symbolizes for some the messianic restoration 
of the ancient Jewish past. In this imagined past, Jews lived in the Land of 
Israel, prepared tekhelet from Mediterranean mollusks, worshiped their God 
in the Temple, and fulfilled Jewish law in its entirety. Opponents of the 
tekhelet renewal, for their part, tend to oppose the use of modern science for 
religious purposes, object to the element of messianism involved in the renewal 
of tekhelet, and often reject its Zionist dimension.

The modern history of the color blue in Judaism encapsulates moder-
nity’s challenge to traditional Judaism. The tekhelet renewal projects were 
based on modern science and also contributed to modern Jewish nationalism. 
During the nineteenth century, both science and nationalism were perceived 
as threats to traditional Jewish life. Jewish Orthodoxy, which responded 
to these challenges, was thus in itself modern. One Orthodox response to 
tekhelet was rejection, whereas another response was to embrace tekhelet, 
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in an attempt to recruit science for the Orthodox part of the nation-building 
project of Zionism.

* * *

If the color blue has a Jewish history, is it possible to go further and argue 
that it is the emblematic color of Judaism?

In his essay about the tsitsit, the nineteenth-century Orthodox rabbi 
Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808–1888), known as a pioneer of modern Or-
thodox Judaism, includes a short discussion on the meaning of tekhelet.13 
Hirsch characterizes the symbolism of the colors tekhelet, red, and green. 
In his view, the spectrum of colors symbolizes the various relationships of 
human beings with the world. The color red, located at one end of the visible 
spectrum, symbolizes materiality, earthly existence, and blood. Tekhelet, lo-
cated close to the other end of the spectrum, symbolizes spirituality. But 
tekhelet is not spirituality itself, which is symbolized by one of the invisible 
hues of the spectrum. Rather, for Hirsch, tekhelet is the bridge between 
corporeality and spirituality. This observation is congruent with kabbalis-
tic characterizations of tekhelet, as presented in Chapter 2 above, although 
Hirsch was not known as a proponent of kabbalistic thought. Hirsch also 
considered tekhelet to be representative of a distinctively Jewish mission of 
being a priestly nation. There is no other color, he concludes, that is capable 
of representing the special relationship between God and the Jews. In other 
words, tekhelet is the most Jewish color of all.

Hirsch did not set out to present a historical analysis of the color blue 
in Judaism. He wrote that his observations on this matter are speculative. 
Indeed, the notion that any particular color has been a “Jewish color” is overly 
simplistic. In addition to the fact that such an argument depends on the par
ticular historical context, the association of a color with a particular social 
group is always subjective: although blue matches several Jewish symbols, 
so, too, yellow can be identified as Jewish, due to Jews being tagged with 
yellow badges throughout the years. That being said, the discussion in the 
chapters above yields a conclusion similar to Hirsch’s, although on a differ
ent, and perhaps more solid, basis. From a Jewish religious point of view, 
blue seems to take precedence, primarily from early modern times.

The medieval association between tekhelet and the last emanation of the 
kabbalah fits tekhelet’s association with the Jewish people because the last 
emanation is also called Kenesset Yisrael, as noted above. Modern interpreters 
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understood the meditation on tekhelet as a distinctive Jewish practice. As 
shown, in the early modern period, the association between tekhelet and 
Kenesset Yisrael became a religious explanation for wearing blue clothing to 
protect oneself, especially against the threat of non-Jews. Additionally, the 
color blue was thought to impart to Jews a special capacity for mystical and 
eschatological envisioning.

The tekhelet renewal projects also contributed to the identification of 
tekhelet as the Jewish color. The twentieth-century renewal was understood 
by its supporters—mainly, religious Zionist Israelis but also secular Zionist 
scientists—as a manifestation of the renewal of the Jewish people. The 
ḥillazon itself, believed to be revealed after centuries of concealment—is a 
symbol of the quickening of Jews, who reacquired their sovereignty after 
centuries of subservience in exile. The fact that the Murex snail was found 
near the Israeli shores solidified the connection between the past and pre
sent in the tekhelet renewal projects. The archaeological findings in the Ju-
daean desert and southern Israel amplified the feeling that ancient Israelite 
history is being restored. Moreover, the messianism associated with the re-
newal of tekhelet was primarily a collective historical messianism of the renewal 
of the Temple and its rituals. That form of messianism, which is neither per-
sonal nor universal, brings redemption to the Jews as a group. The color of 
the flags of the Zionist movement and the State of Israel contributed to this 
status, at least in the eyes of Zionist Jews.

The association between tekhelet and the Jews should also be under-
stood against the backdrop of the status of other colors in the Jewish imagi-
nation: red was emphatically associated with Christianity (in addition to its 
connotation as representing licentiousness), whereas green was associated 
with Islam. These perceptions were accompanied by restrictions under Mus-
lim rule.

The notion that tekhelet is an exceptional color fits its association with 
the Jews, who perceive themselves as exceptional among the nations. The 
dual character of tekhelet as simultaneously superior and inferior can also 
fit its association with a certain Jewish self-perception: a self-image of supe-
riority juxtaposed with an actual political inferiority.

* * *

In his novel Feathers, Israeli author Haim Be’er (b. 1945) introduced the grand
father of the narrator as an avid pursuer of the lost ḥillazon from which the 
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tekhelet dye should be produced.14 That sort of pursuit was described by 
one of the protagonists as admirable nonsense: “ ‘Of course, all the treasures 
that your ancestors were hunting were perfectly useless nonsense,’ Leder 
observed—and yet not even the most confirmed freethinker could help 
admiring their courage and determination to go their own way in the face of 
public ridicule.”15 The grandfather’s pursuit of tekhelet is described as a per-
sonal mission for bringing redemption for the entire Israelite nation:

My grandfather nodded back and replied that, while he was indeed 
close to unmasking the secret of true biblical blue, its exact nature 
still eluded him. Yet in any case, he continued, his quest for it was 
for purely spiritual ends, so that his coreligionists might don 
prayer shawls and four-cornered fringes as prescribed by the Law 
of Moses—beyond which he was thinking of the future, of the time 
when his people’s ancient glory would be restored and priests dressed 
in azure like the angels of heaven would once again offer sacrifices 
in the Temple of the Lord. It was for them that he had undertaken 
his perilous journeys to the ends of the earth.16

The yearning for blue—not necessarily tekhelet—is outstanding in Itzik 
Manger’s “The Ballad of the Jew Who Went from Gray to Blue,” with 
which I will end. In this poem, the color blue can be understood as signify-
ing the movement toward redemption, or a messianic future.17 The ballad 
recounts the journey of a poor Jew from his shabby life, characterized by 
the color gray, to an elevated dream, colored blue, followed by a gushing 
out of this blue to the whole world. The journey begins on a heavily gray 
note:

The Jew stops beside a graying tree
And says a prayer aloud:
“Lord of the World, erase the gray
From all my ways and let
My wandering journeys through the world
Be bright and clear, at least.”
When he has done, his heart grows light,
His prayer, a butterfly,
Flutters before him, a dot of blue
In a landscape of gray on gray.
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Continuing on his journey, the Jew spots an inn. The innkeeper’s wife, who 
is dressed in blue, invites him inside. The walls of the establishment are col-
ored blue, and the innkeeper reads a story to their young son about a bluish 
kingdom surrounded by a blue river. The Jew falls asleep and sees blue in his 
dream:

The Jew listens, fatigued with blue,
And dozes, fatigued with blue,
And his dream spins a road, and the road is blue,
His stick is blue, and his sack is blue,
And the bird that flutters by is blue,
And the field and the wood and the river are blue;
The innkeeper gapes, and his wife gapes, too,
At the way the Jew gushes blue
That fills the room and streams outdoors
Enfolding all of the house in blue.

In Manger’s ballad, the Jew prays that darkness will turn to brightness, that 
the profane will become sacred, that bright blue will colorize the gray world. 
It is a yearning for a kingdom of blue that finally materializes, if only for a 
moment. Manger’s blue seems to exist well beyond the life of the individual; 
it is a redemptive force that covers the entire world. Perhaps it is even a Jew-
ish redemptive force.18 But this movement is not uninterrupted: the gray road 
cries out that the Jew has abandoned it, and seeks his return. The innkeeper, 
too, tries to awaken the Jew from his dream. These efforts fail. On and on 
runs the refrain “the Jew gushes blue,”19 leaving the reader with the sense of 
a permanent flow of color:

The sleeping Jew smiles. In his dream
He’s just at the gate of the kingdom of blue;
In a moment, he’ll open the gate and see
In the valley the first three cities of blue.
The innkeeper gapes, and his wife gapes, too,
At the way the Jew gushes blue
That fills the room and streams outdoors,
Enfolding all of the house in blue,
And the blue becomes murmur and stammer and flight
And whisper and song from afar.
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It turns leaf and twig and branch and tree
And cloud and forest and dream on dream,
And the blue turns waves and river and sea,
Mysterious inkling and holy rhyme,
Turns tread and stamp and dance and joy,
Turns joy after joy and eternity.
Turns glitter and shimmer, and beam and light,
Turns shade and flesh and features, too;
The innkeeper gapes, and his wife gapes, too,
At the way the Jew gushes blue
That fills the room and streams outdoors,
Enfolding all of the house in blue,
And . . .





G l o s s a r y

adom: red
argaman: purple
Ashkenazic Jews: Jews of Western, Central, and Eastern Europe
Babylonian Talmud: primary text of ancient rabbinic literature, completed 

around the fifth century ce
beged tekhelet: cloth of tekhelet
halakhah (adj., halakhic): Jewish religious law
Hasid (pl., Hasidim): follower of a Hasidic leader
Hasidism (adj., Hasidic): religious Jewish social movement that emerged in 

eighteenth-century Eastern Europe. One of the leaders of this movement, 
Gershon Henekh Leiner, claimed to have restored the ancient tekhelet dye.

Hexaplex trunculus: snail commonly identified as the source of the tekhelet 
dye (cf. ḥillazon)

ḥillazon: marine mollusk (snail, in modern Hebrew), the identity of which 
is uncertain. Its secretions are used to make the tekhelet dye.

ḥokhmah: wisdom, the second of ten emanations (sefirot) of the Godhead, 
according to kabbalah

indigo: plant-based blue dye
Janthina janthina: snail suggested as a possible source of the tekhelet dye 

(cf. ḥillazon)
kabbalah (adj., kabbalistic): Jewish esoteric and mystical doctrines
kaḥol: blue
kala ilan: a dye, such as indigo, made of a plant source
kelipah (pl., kelipot): shell or husk. According to kabbalistic teachings, this 

refers to evil, or impure spiritual forces.
Kenesset Yisrael: the unification of Israel. Name of the tenth and bottom-

most emanation in the system of ten emanations of the Godhead, 
according to kabbalah. This name represents the connection between 
the Godhead and the entire Jewish people (cf. malkhut, shekhinah).
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koḥal/kaḥal: bluish powder used as eye makeup (cf. pukh)
lavan: white
malkhut: kingdom or kingship. Name of the tenth of the ten emanations 

of the Godhead, according to kabbalah (cf. Kenesset Yisrael, 
shekhinah)

Mishnah: major written text of ancient rabbinic literature, edited in the 
second and third centuries ce, containing the Jewish legal code

Murex trunculus: original name of Hexaplex trunculus
Palestinian Talmud: major text of ancient rabbinic literature, completed 

around the fourth century ce
pukh: bluish powder used as eye makeup (cf. kaḥal); also, a precious stone
purpura/porphyra: purple dye extracted from marine mollusks in antiq-

uity; also known as Tyrian purple
rebbe: Hasidic master
sefirah (pl., sefirot): an emanation of the Godhead, according to kabbalah
Sephardic Jews: Jews of the Iberian Peninsula, North Africa, Near East, 

and Balkans
Sepia officinalis: Common cuttlefish. A blue dye made of its ink was 

declared tekhelet by some Jews.
shaḥor: black
shekhinah: divine presence. In kabbalistic teachings, the shekhinah repre-

sents the feminine aspect of the Godhead, as well as the Godhead’s 
dwelling in the world (cf. Kenesset Yisrael, malkhut).

Talmud (adj., Talmudic): cf. Babylonian Talmud or Palestinian Talmud
tekhelet: dye of a bluish hue, which, according to Jewish law, should be 

made from the secretion of a marine mollusk
tola‘at shani (lit., “crimson worm”): scarlet. Dye colored a reddish hue, 

which is made of kermes insects.
Torah: first five books of the Hebrew Bible. The word torah is also defined 

more broadly as the entire code of Jewish law and the practices of the Jews.
Tosefta: major text of ancient rabbinic literature, completed around the 

third century ce. The word tosefta means “addition”; this work 
supplements the Mishnah.

tsitsit/ṣiṣit (pl., tsitsiot/ṣiṣiot): ritual tassels on the clothing of Jews
yarok: green, sometimes yellow, and rarely blue
Zohar (adj., Zoharic): major text of medieval kabbalah
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bigdey tsiv‘onin (colored clothes), 27
Bizio, Bartolomeo, 104–5
black/darkness: Ashkenazic Jewry and, 96; 

blue in relation to, 33, 35–37, 39, 46, 48, 
50–51, 68, 169; as colorless, 50; evil 
associated with, 55, 77; green in relation 
to, 45–47; judgment associated with, 81; 
preferences for, 74; Sephardic Jewry and, 
96

blue: black/darkness in relation to, 33, 35–37, 
39, 46, 48, 50–51, 68, 169; colorants for, 
10, 18; cultural and social significance of, 
3, 4, 8, 15; duality of, 52, 167–69; Greek 
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blue (continued)
	 concept of, 17; green in relation to, 12, 13, 

32–35, 67; Judaism identified with, 3, 
171–72; literary references to, 165–67, 
172–75; medieval conceptions of, 38–39; 
mineral-based, 28–31; modern colorants, 
103–4; mollusk-based, 21–26; objects 
colored with, 10; other colors in relation 
to, 11–12; plant-based, 24, 26–28, 126; 
popularity of, 3–4, 28, 65; purple in 
relation to, 22–25, 37; red in relation to, 
1, 11, 12, 167; religious/ideological agendas 
related to, 3, 7, 14, 102, 110–11, 132, 
142–45; research/scholarship on, 3, 5–8; 
sources of dye, 2, 21–28, 50, 54, 104–5; 
spiritual associations of, 2, 75, 167; 
symbolic associations of, 1–2, 3, 11, 30, 
171; universalist/essentialist interpreta-
tions of, 3, 18; white in relation to, 12, 18, 
24, 33, 62; Zionism and, 93, 94, 168.  
See also tekhelet and tekhelet dye

blue corundum, 29
Bodenheimer, Shimon Fritz, 114
Bonaparte, Napoleon, 101
Bornstein, Shmuel, of Sochaczew, 98
Bradley, William, 115
Brander, Rabbi Kenneth, 131
Bratslav Hasidim, 107, 110, 141, 158–59, 

211n22
Brenner, Yosef Ḥaim, “Between Water and 

Water,” 165
British Museum, London, 114
Burstein, Menachem, 119
Buxtorf, Johannes, 107

Caesar, Julius, 23
Cairo Geniza, 28
Caligula, 22
candle flame, 44, 57, 62–63
cerulean blue, 103–4
Chaptal, Jean-Antoine, 101
chariot vision of Ezekiel, 42, 54, 60–62, 67
Chevreul, Michel Eugène, 103
Christianity: as enemy of the Jews, 92; 

Marian cult, 65; red associated with, 70, 
94–96, 172

chromophobia, 5
chromotherapy, 14
Circle of Contemplation (Ḥug ha-iyyun), 45
clothing: blue used for, 19, 27; coloring of, 

11, 27; colors used for, 71–73, 76–78, 96; 

conceal/ reveal duality of, 78; Hasidic, 97; 
kabbalah and, 75–76; moral judgments 
on, 27; of Ottoman Jews, 71–74; for the 
Sabbath, 77–78, 97; sefirot linked to colors 
of, 76. See also sumptuary laws; textiles, 
dyed; tsitsit

cobalt blue, 103
cochineal, 95
Cole, William, 104
color blindness, 5, 103
color-naming debate, 17, 38, 103, 208n139
colors: abstract character of, 39, 66–67; in 

chariot vision, 60; of clothing, 71–73, 
76–78; cultural significance of, 3; divine 
associations of, 9, 40, 43–44; early 
modern European discourse on, 70–71; 
in Jewish medieval texts, 41–45; in 
kabbalah, 6, 9, 43–44, 75–78, 108, 125–26; 
language issues concerning, 5, 12, 17, 
37–38; mysticism associated with, 40,  
44; nineteenth-century introduction of 
new, 103–5; normative aspect of, 9–10; 
particularity in experiences of, 13; 
preferences for, 10–11, 13; research/
scholarship on, 18; semiotic aspect of, 9; 
sociocultural factors in meaning of, 3, 
9–10, 15; systematization of, 41–42, 66; 
textual sources for studying, 13–14; 
universal aspects of, 3, 12–13, 17–18, 37–38

color terms, 103
Committee of the Hebrew Language (later, 

Academy of the Hebrew Language), 8
contemplation, 56
Cordovero, Moses, 70, 75–77, 81–84, 86–88, 

99; Pardes rimonim (Orchard of 
pomegranates), 75–76, 197n67; Sha’ar 
ha-gevanim (Gate of colors), 76, 81, 86; Or 
yakar (Precious light), 76, 81, 197n67

cosmetics, 30–31, 88
cosmogony, 45–47, 48, 55
creation, 45–47, 55
curtain, 61–62, 66, 78
cuttlefish. See Sepia officinalis

Dalton, John, 103
darkness. See black/darkness
Darwin, Charles, 108
David ben Yehudah he-Ḥasid, 47, 189n19
Dayan, Abraham ben Isaiah, 89–90
death, tekhelet associated with, 36, 52
Dedekind, Alexander, 105, 111–12



	 Index	 219

Department of Colour Science, University 
of Leeds, United Kingdom, 115

Department of Tinctorial Chemistry and 
Dyeing, University of Leeds, United 
Kingdom, 113

destruction, tekhelet associated with, 52–53, 
62, 91

Deuteronomy, Book of, 20
dietary laws, 34–35
din (judgment; sefirah), 52, 77
Drori, Rabbi Zephaniah, 128
dyeing: as Jewish trade, 27–28, 71; in Safed, 

75, 77, 86

Eco, Umberto, 11, 15
Edelstein, Sidney Milton, 116–18, 120, 127, 

206n100
Edom, 94
Egypt, 22, 30, 56, 72–73, 91–92, 101
Egyptian blue, 101–2, 108, 133
Eiger, Rabbi Akiva, 157
Einstein, Albert, 125
Eleazar of Worms, Rabbi, 60–61
Eliashiv, Rabbi Yosef Shalom, 147
Eliezer, Rabbi, 33–34
Elsner, Otto, 116, 118–21, 127, 129, 145
Emorites, 89, 91
‘eruv (ritual halakhic enclosure), 139
Esau, 83–84, 92, 96
eschatology, 87, 158. See also messianism
Esther, Book of, 19, 97–98
evil: black associated with, 55, 77; non-Jews 

as, 91; red associated with, 1; sexuality 
associated with, 83–84; and the shekhinah, 
78. See also evil eye; kelipot

evil eye, 2, 31, 70, 79–81, 83–94, 99–100, 168, 
169

Exodus, Book of, 18–19, 28, 29, 36, 40
eyes, 30–31, 44. See also evil eye
Ezekiel, Book of, 19, 29, 40. See also chariot 

vision of Ezekiel

Farber-Ginat, Asi, 61
Faroqui, Surayia, 72–73
Fine, Steven, 6
fire, blue associated with, 52–53
Fischer, Shlomo, 154
Fisheries Research Station, Haifa, Israel, 

114, 116
Fontaine, Resianne, 42
Freemasonry, 14

galena, 31
Garb, Jonathan, 45
gedulah (grandeur; sefirah), 52, 196n48
Gelbstein, Hillel Moshe Meshl, 138, 140, 

157–58, 214n79
gemstones, 28–31
Germain, Louis, 112
Gershon of Kutov, Rabbi, 73
Gesenius, Wilhelm, 112
gevurah (strength; sefirah), 52, 77
Gikatilla, Joseph, 44, 49, 51, 196n60
Gilboa, Amir, 166–67
Gladstone, William, 17
Gmelin, Christian Gottlob, 104
Gobelins Manufactory, Paris, 113–15
God: colors associated with, 9, 40, 43–44; 

creation by, 45, 55; tekhelet associated with, 
27, 32, 40–41, 45–69, 168. See also sefirot

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von, 3, 103
Goldberg, Esther, 113
grace, 77, 82, 97
green: black/darkness in relation to, 45–47; 

blue in relation to, 12, 13, 32–35, 67; and 
cosmogony, 45–47; grace associated with, 
77; Islam associated with, 12, 70, 73, 172; 
in kabbalah, 44; in medieval Jewish 
esoteric traditions, 61; in the Talmud, 32; 
tekhelet associated with, 32–36, 54, 
123–24; yellow in relation to, 33, 35, 38. 
See also yarok

Greenberg, Uri Zvi, 166
Greenfield, Amy Butler, 8
Greenspan, Ari, 119
grue, 12
Guberman, Yoel, 119
Guimet, Jean-Baptiste, 104

Ḥabad Hasidim, 140
Hacohen, Ḥaim, 85
Ha-Cohen, Rabbi Eliyahu, of Izmir, 74
Ha-Cohen, Shabbatai (the Shakh), 96
Ha-Cohen, Yehudah, 92–93
Ha-gedolah Synagogue, Djerba, Tunisia, 

color plate 12
ha-Hed (journal), 113, 114
Haifa University, 117–18
halakhah: Herzog and, 116; Israel and, 116; 

Leiner’s corrective to, 110; in Safed, 75; 
science in relation to, 146–48, 153, 162–63; 
tekhelet and, 128–29, 135, 137–38; and 
Temple liturgy, 156–57
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Halevi, Yehudah, 36
Han blue, 133
haniad (indigo), 86
Ḥardalim, 142, 154
Ḥaredim, 142
ḥashmal (fire), 60–61
Hasidei Ashkenaz, 59, 60, 62. See also 

Ashkenazic Jewry
Hasidism: and blue, 97, 100; and clothing, 

97; disputes among, 138–41; founder of, 
73; Leiner and, 105–7, 138–39; and 
mysticism, 97; and science, 108; and 
tekhelet, 2, 97, 138–39

Ḥazan, Avraham, 211n22
healing, tekhelet associated with, 24
Hebrew University, 116, 117
Hekhalot literature, 57, 60
Hekhalot zutarti, 57–59
Helix janthina, 112, 114
Herculaneum, 101
Herszberg, Avraham Shmuel, 205n79
Herzog, Isaac (grandson of Rabbi Isaac 

Halevi Herzog), 132
Herzog, Rabbi Isaac Halevi, 34, 102, 110–18, 

120–21, 126, 129, 141, 142, 145, 148, 
159–60, 161; The Dyeing of Purple in 
Ancient Israel, 132

ḥesed (grace; sefirah), 52, 76, 77
Ḥida. See Azulai, Rabbi Ḥaim Yosef David
ḥillazon, 2, 21, 25, 27, 34, 50, 55, 63, 80, 83, 

102, 105–7, 109, 111–15, 118, 120–22, 126, 
129–30, 133, 136, 137, 143, 146–50, 157–58, 
160, 162, 168, 170, 172. See also mollusks

Hirsch, Samson Raphael, 171
Hoffmann, Roald, 122
Hofstein, Rabbi Israel, of Kozienice, 156
ḥokhmah (source of existence; second 

sefirah), 47–48, 50–51, 64, 68, 155–56, 
196n48

Holocaust, 115, 140
Höpfner, Albrecht, 103
Horowitz, Wayne, 20
humility, 30, 74, 96

iakinthos (tekhelet), 22
Ibn Ezra, Avraham, 36, 185n69
Idel, Moshe, 6, 44, 59, 76
idolatry, 7, 19, 91
Ikhwān al-Ṣafā, 41–42
immortality, 90
Impressionism, 103

indigo, 26–28, 35, 86, 122, 126–27. See also 
kala ilan

indigotin, color plate 4, color plate 5
Isaiah, Book of, 87, 94
Islam and Muslims: green associated with, 

12, 70, 73, 172; Palestine conquered  
by, 23

Israel: colors of flag of, 2, 12, 93, 130, 142, 
168; Herzog and, 113–14; significance of 
tekhelet for, 7; symbolic associations of 
blue in, 130, 168; tekhelet in, 102, 113–14, 
116–18, 142. See also nationalism; Zionism

Israel Antiquities Authority, 119
Israel Baal Shem Tov, 73
Israel Fiber Institute, 118
Israeli Embassy, Paris, 116
Isserles, Moses, 95

Janthina. See Helix janthina
Jewish studies: color as subject in, 5–8, 18
Joseph (biblical figure), 83–84, 92
Judaism: blue/ tekhelet identified with, 3, 

171–72; colors in medieval, 41–45; in 
Ottoman empire, 71–74; premodern, 
17–39, 41–45; visual culture of, 5–7

judgment, 51–55, 64, 74, 76, 77, 81–82, 91, 
156, 168

kabbalah: and clothing, 75–76; colors in, 9, 
43–44, 75–78, 125–26; controversial aspect 
of, 7; divine emanations discussed in, 
43–44, 47–56, 76, 125–26; extra-Judaic 
influences of, 14; Leiner and, 110; 
plant-based blue dye and, 27; ritual 
linked to, 75, 86; in Safed, 75–78, 85, 97, 
99; and science, 108; significance of blue 
in, 2, 4, 19, 39; significance of color in, 6, 
9, 43–44, 75–78, 108; tekhelet in, 7, 27, 
47–56, 65, 76–84, 91, 139–40, 155. See also 
mysticism

Kahan, Yaacov, 166
kaḥol (blue), 8–9, 30–31, 34, 39
kala ilan (indigo), 26–27, 126, 140, 169.  

See also indigo
Kalisher, Tzvi Hirsch, 157
Kandinsky, Wassily, 3
Kaplan, Rabbi Aryeh, 68–69, 168
Karaite Judaism, 14
Karo, Joseph, 75, 85
Kasher, Rabbi Menachem Mendel, 159–60
Kay, Paul, 37–38
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Kaye, Alexander, 116
Kehat family, 19
kelipot (forces of evil), 81–82, 197n67
Kenesset Yisrael (unification of Israel; tenth 

sefirah), 48, 49, 91, 99, 168, 171–72. See also 
malkhut

Keren Hatekhelet (Tekhelet Foundation), 
118, 119, 127

keter (sefirah), 68
Kfar Adumim, Israel, 141
Kimḥi, Rabbi David, 28, 29
Kings, Second Book of, 31, 87
kohl, 30–31, 35, 37, 60, 87. See also pukh
Korah, 150–51, 162
Koren, Zvi C., 25, 119, 123, 127
kosher, 34–35

Lacaze-Duthiers, Henri de, 105
Land of Israel, 113, 129–30, 138, 144, 157, 167, 

168, 170
language: color terms in, 12, 17, 37–38, 103; 

cultural role of, 5; terms for blue in 
Hebrew, 8–9, 38–39; universalist vs. 
relativist conceptions of, 17–18

lapis lazuli, 28–29, 35, 87–88, 104
lavan (white), 12, 46
Lavoisier, Antoine, 101
Leiner, Rabbi Gershon Henekh, 100, 102, 

105–15, 118, 120–21, 123–29, 131, 132, 135, 
137–45, 147–48, 151–52, 158, 162; Eyn 
hatekhelet (The fountain/spring of 
tekhelet), 110, 139; Petil tekhelet (Cord of 
tekhelet), 106–8, 109, 124, 126; Sefunei 
temunei ḥol (Treasures hidden in the 
sand), 106, 109, 124

Leiner, Rabbi Jacob, 139
Leiner, Rabbi Mordecai Joseph, of Izbica, 

138–39
Leiner, Rabbi Yeruḥam, 115
Leonardo da Vinci, 50
Levant, 25–26
Linder, Elisha, 117
Linnaeus, Carl, 112
Lior, Rabbi Dov, 153, 154
Lipschitz, Israel, 157
Litvaks, 147
Luria, Isaac, 75, 77–78, 81–85, 90, 92–93, 98, 

99, 128, 155, 159; Sifra detsni‘uta (The 
Concealed Book or The Book of 
Concealment), 76

Luz, 24, 90

Ma‘ayan ha-ḥokhmah (Fountain of wisdom), 
45–46, 47

Maggid of Mezerich, 97
magic, 76, 83, 86–90, 94
Magid, Shaul, 109–10, 128
Maḥane dan (attributed to Shimshon of 

Ostropol), 158, 214n79
Maimon, Solomon, 97
Maimonides, Moses, 29, 36–37, 83, 109, 123, 

124, 127–29, 147
makeup. See cosmetics
malkhut (kingdom; tenth sefirah): character-

istics of, 48–52, 62–63; cloth covering of, 
78–85; colors associated with, 51; duality 
of, 62–63, 66, 82–83; dynamism of, 
62–63; feminine aspects of, 78; inclusive 
nature of, 49–52; judgment and mercy 
combined in, 52, 168; protective function 
of, 91–92; sea associated with, 50, 79–80, 
83; symbols of, 79; tekhelet associated 
with, 48–52, 55–56, 68, 76–77, 79–84, 108, 
167, 168, 196n60. See also Kenesset Yisrael; 
shekhinah

Manger, Itzik, “The Ballad of the Jew Who 
Went from Gray to Blue,” 173–75

Marbodius of Rennes, 30
Masada, 119, 127, 130
maskilim (proponents of Jewish Enlighten-

ment), 107–10, 125
Maya blue, 133
meditation, 68–69
Meir, Rabbi, 32–33, 35, 40, 49, 51, 53, 56–59, 

63–65, 67, 68, 169
Menachem Mendel of Kotzk, Rabbi, 138–39
menorah, 130, 168
menstruation, colors associated with, 27, 35, 

74, 186n94
mercy, 51–56, 76–78, 168
messianism: concept of, 208n152; controver-

sial aspect of, 7, 161; Jewish-Christian 
relations and, 94–95; Leiner and, 110, 
128–29, 131; tekhelet associated with, 7, 
102, 128–31, 155, 157–59, 161, 172; Temple 
renewal linked to, 161. See also eschatol-
ogy; Sabbatai Tsevi

mezuzah (roll of parchment containing 
Torah verses), 84

Michaelis, Johann David, 107
Midrash tehilim, 58
Milgrom, Jacob, 19–20
Miron, Dan, 166
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Mishnah: authority of, 14; color terms in, 
39; red in, 90; on tsitsit law, 23–25

miter, blue, 93
modernization, 96
Modern Orthodox Judaism, 116, 126, 132, 

136, 145–46, 150
modesty, 10, 30, 74, 96
Molkho, Shlomo, 74–75
mollusks: description and identification of, 

21, 102, 104–5, 109, 111, 121–22, 148; early 
modern research on, 104–5; Leiner’s 
discovery of, 105–6; non-Jewish uses of, 
22; as source of tekhelet dye, 2, 21–26, 
50, 54–55. See also ḥillazon

Mordecai, 97
Mordechai ben Hillel, Rabbi, 35
Moses, 64, 150
Moshe ha-Darshan, 35–36
Moshe Ibn Ezra, 36, 123
Muhammad Ali, 157
Muhammad al-Nasir, 72
Murex brandaris, 104–5, 202n21
Murex snails, color plate 1
Murex trunculus, 104–5, 111–12, 114, 116, 118–23, 

126–33, 141–50, 152, 160, 162, 172, 202n21, 
210n2, color plate 13, color plate 14

Museum of the Vatican, 115–16
al-Mutawakkil, 72
Mutzafi, Rabbi Ben-Tzion, 70
mysticism: colors associated with, 40, 44; 

Hasidism and, 97; tekhelet and, 40–41, 
45–69. See also kabbalah

Naḥmanides, Moses, 50
Naḥman of Bratslav, Rabbi, 141, 167
Nathan, Rabbi, 58
nationalism, 92–94, 129–31, 157, 166. See also 

Zionism
Neḥemiah ben Shlomo of Erfurt, 59, 61
Neis, Rachel, 13–14
Neoplatonism, 42
Nero, 23
Newton, Isaac, Opticks, 103, 108, 125
nofekh (gemstone), 31
non-Jews, tekhelet as protection against, 

91–93
Numbers, Book of, 20, 62, 64
Numbers Rabba, 29, 58–59, 150

Ofrat, Gideon, 167
On ben Pelet, 151, 213n53

Onkelos translation of the Bible, 52
Ophir, Rabbi Natan, 68–69
optics, 125–26
Orthodox Judaism: renewal projects of, 156; 

seminal early figures of, 162, 171; and 
tekhelet, 2, 7, 14, 34, 102, 132, 137–43, 
161–63, 170–71; and the unity of Jewish 
literature, 110. See also Hasidism

Osborne, Roy, 70–71
Ottoman Jews, clothing of, 71–74, 93
Out of the Blue (exhibition), 142

Palestine, 23, 157
Palestinian Talmud, 32, 123, 124, 150
parokhet. See curtain
passivity, blue associated with, 100, 169
Passover, 91, 158
Pastoureau, Michel, 8, 9, 11, 65
Pentateuch. See Bible
Peretz, Yitzḥak Leibush, “Our Torque-

mada,” 135
Perkin, William, 103
Pfister, Rodolphe, 114, 129
pietism, 59, 60, 97, 139, 151, 153, 154
Planck, Max, 125
Plato, 41
Pliny the Elder, 22, 108
Poland, 95
Pompeii, 101
Porat, Oded, 45–46
Porphyrophora polonica (Polish cochineal), 

95
preferences for color: in medieval society, 

28; physical factors in, 11; popularity of 
blue, 3–4, 28, 65; popularity of white, 28; 
psychological factors in, 128; sociocul-
tural factors in, 3–4, 10–11, 13; symbolic 
factors in, 11

pre-Socratic philosophers, 41
pretension, tekhelet associated with, 151, 153
prism, 108, 125–26
protection: red associated with, 90–91; 

tekhelet associated with, 19, 78–93, 97–98
Prussian blue, 103, 113, 117, 121
Ptil Tekhelet (association), 119–23, 126–27, 

129, 132, 136, 141–42, 146–47, 149, 161, 
210n2, color plate 13

pukh (cosmetic pigment), 30–31, 87–88.  
See also kohl

purple, 22–25, 37, 51, 94, 98, 111, 127. See also 
argaman; Tyrian purple; violet
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purpura (dye), 22, 37, 183n20
Purpura baemastoma, 105

Ra’avyah (Eliezer ben Yeol Halevi), 37
Rabba, 35
Rabbi Avraham Synagogue, Djerba, 

Tunisia, color plate 11
rabbinic literature: ḥillazon in, 102, 109; 

normative aspect of color in, 9–10; 
Orthodox reliance on, 7; tekhelet and 
tekhelet dye in, 2, 21, 32, 102

Rabinowicz, Shlomo, of Radomsk,  
97–98

Rabinowitz, Yehoshua Heschel, 1–2
Rachel (biblical figure), 83–84, 91, 92
Radzin Hasidim, 107, 115–18, 121, 136–41, 

148–50, 152, color plate 13
Radzin tekhelet, 112–15, 123, 140–41, 152
rainbow, 42, 61, 108
Rashi, 34–37, 39
red: Ashkenazic Jewry and, 94–96; blue in 

relation to, 1, 11, 12, 167; Christianity 
associated with, 70, 94–96, 172; corporeal 
associations of, 167; dyes for, 19–20; Jews’ 
negative attitudes toward, 1–2, 70, 73–74, 
91; judgment associated with, 55, 74, 76, 
81; protective function of, 90–91; 
sapphire and, 29; symbolic associations 
of, 1–2, 12, 171

red corundum, 29
Red Jews, 95
Reisman, Rabbi Yisroel, 142–43, 148
religion-science relationship, 7, 111, 131–32, 

145–50
renewal of tekhelet: controversies over, 7, 

119–28, 135–63, 170; projects for, 2, 4, 7, 
105–16, 119; religious/ideological agendas 
related to, 7, 128–31, 172

Revisionist party, 166
rishon letsion (chief rabbi), 93
romanticism, 165–66
Rome, Tyrian purple in, 22–24, 26
Rowney, George, 104
The Royal Purple and Biblical Blue 

(collection), 120
royalty, blue and purple associated with, 19, 

22–23

Sa‘adia Gaon, 29, 41–42, 60–61, 125; Book of 
Beliefs and Opinions, 61

Sabbatai Tsevi, 73, 95

Sabbath: rituals of, 85, 139; white garments 
worn on, 77–78, 97; women’s clothing on, 
86

Safed, 74–78, 85–87, 97, 99
salt, 83
sapphire, 28–31, 38, 40, 51, 54, 57, 60, 87, 166
Ṣarfati, Reuben, The Great Parchment, color 

plate 7
Sasson, Rabbi Shlomo, 113–14
Satanow, Isaac, 108, 125
Schachter, Rabbi Hershel, 144
Schlesinger, Rabbi Akiva Yosef, 140, 157–58
Scholem, Gershom, 6, 8, 45, 62, 73, 75, 80, 

128, 130
Schönhak, Joseph, 107, 204n51
science: color theories, 103; halakhah in 

relation to, 146–48, 153, 162–63; Hasidism 
and, 108; Herzog and, 102, 110–16; Israel 
and, 102; kabbalah and, 108; modern 
revolution in, 103; religion in relation to, 
7, 111, 131–32, 145–50; research on 
historical dyes, 104–5

sea: as green, 34; malkhut associated with, 
50, 79–80, 83; tekhelet associated with, 
32, 40, 49–50, 53, 57, 65, 80. See also water

seeing. See visual experience of tekhelet
Sefer ha-bahir, 49
Sefer yetsirah (Book of creation), 45, 48, 60
sefirot (divine emanations of the kabbalah), 

43–45, 47–56, 67, 68, 76–77, 108, 125–26, 
color plate 7

Sephardic Jewry, 13, 96
Sepia officinalis, 106–9, 111–15, 121, 123–24, 

133, 143–44, 148–49, 152, 203n29, color 
plate 13

serpents, 64
sexuality, 78, 80, 83–86
Sha‘ar ha-sho’el (attributed to Azriel of 

Gerona), 43, 48, 51
sha‘atnez (wool and linen garment), 21
shaḥor (black), 12, 33, 35, 124. See also black
shekhinah (divine presence; tenth sefirah), 48, 

56, 57, 65, 67, 78–79, 81, 85, 91–92, 94, 99, 
168. See also malkhut

Shema, 33–34, 53, 186n85
Shenkar College of Engineering and 

Design, Ramat Gan, Israel, 118, 119, 
206n100

Shimshon of Ostropol, 158
Shragai, Shlomo Zalman, 214n79
Shvadron, Shalom Mordechai, 210n4
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Sidrei tohorot (Laws of purity), 106
Sifre to Deuteronomy, 24–25
Sifre to Numbers, 52, 57
Singer, Mendel, 121–22, 133, 149
sky: Homeric descriptions of, 17; tekhelet 

associated with, 32, 33, 35–37, 40, 53
Slonimski, Ḥaim Zelig, 204n51
Smith, Bruce R., 8
Société d’Encouragement pour l’Industrie 

Nationale, 104
Sofer, Rabbi Moshe (Ḥatam Sofer), 95–96, 

162
Soloveitchik, Rabbi Yosef Dov, of Boston, 

144
Soloveitchik, Rabbi Yosef Dov Halevi, of 

Brisk, 143–45
Spanier, Ehud, 117–18, 120, 129, 145
spirituality, blue associated with, 2, 75, 167, 
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