
12/31/13 Fragment containing ancient 'tekhelet' dye discovered near Dead Sea - Jewish World News Israel News | Haaretz

www.haaretz.com/jewish-world/jewish-world-news/.premium-1.566199 1/4

SUBSCRIBE TO HAARETZ DIGITAL EDITIONS

NEWS OPINION JEWISH WORLD BUSINESS TRAVEL CULTURE WEEKEND BLOGS ARCHAEOLOGY NEWS BROADCAST

Home Jewish World Jewish World News

Haaretz.com הארץ TheMarker עכבר העיר TheMarker Café

Startup of the Week
Keeping grandpa on
his toes 

Tuesday, December 31, 2013 Tevet 28, 5774

Hello Baruch Profile Log out

Search Haaretz.com

You have viewed 0 of 10 articles. subscribe now

ISRAEL NEWS Prisoner release Rocket attacks Photos of the Year Word of the Day 98kLike Follow

Text size

Judy Maltz

 Comments (2)

 Print Page

 Send to friend

 Share on Facebook

 Share on Twitter

 Share

THIS STORY IS BY

Rare find || Fragment containing ancient 'tekhelet' dye
discovered near Dead Sea
The precious blue dye, derived from snail glands, was used in ancient times to color the
tassels of the four-cornered garment worn by men; this is only the third time such fabric has
been found.
By Judy Maltz | Dec. 30, 2013 | 4:54 PM |   2

5 Tweet 27

In a rare discovery, scientists have confirmed that an almost 2,000-year-
old piece of fabric found near the Dead Sea contains remnants of the
Biblical blue color known as tekhelet.

It is only the third piece of fabric ever found to contain this precious blue
dye derived from snail glands. In accordance with a Torah commandment,
tekhelet was used in ancient times to dye the tassels, or tzitzit, attached to
the four-cornered garment traditionally worn by men, as well as the
clothing worn by the High Priest during the days of the temple.

The finding was revealed on Monday at a special conference held in
Jerusalem to mark the 100th anniversary of the publication of the
doctorate of Rabbi Yitzchak Halevi Herzog, the former chief rabbi of

BREAKING NEWS More Breaking News

267 people recommend this. Be the first of your friends.Recommend Share

HAARETZ SELECT

David'd Harp || The heroes and goats
of 2013 aren't always who you think 
Tamar, Waze, Stanley Fischer and Karnit Flug were
all lauded and Yair Lapid damned, but it isn't so
simple
By David Rosenberg | David's Harp

#SupermanSam: How the Internet
changes the way we mourn 
By Esther D. Kustanowitz | Opinion

12:37 AM Israel arrests dozens of African migrants in Tel Aviv (Haaretz)

http://pubads.g.doubleclick.net/gampad/clk?id=13772954&iu=/9401/Haaretz.com.ClickTracker/Haaretz.com.ClickTracker.OrangeStripHeader
http://www.haaretz.com/news
http://www.haaretz.com/opinion
http://www.haaretz.com/jewish-world
http://www.haaretz.com/business
http://www.haaretz.com/travel-in-israel
http://www.haaretz.com/culture
http://www.haaretz.com/weekend
http://www.haaretz.com/blogs
http://www.haaretz.com/archaeology
http://www.haaretz.com/jerusalemonline/1.540058
http://www.haaretz.com/
http://www.haaretz.com/jewish-world
http://www.haaretz.com/jewish-world/jewish-world-news
http://www.haaretz.co.il/
http://www.themarker.com/
http://www.mouse.co.il/
http://cafe.themarker.com/
http://www.haaretz.com/business/start-up-of-the-week/.premium-1.566318
http://www.haaretz.com/business/start-up-of-the-week/.premium-1.566318
http://www.haaretz.com/
http://www.haaretz.com/misc/mypage
https://sso.haaretz.com/sso/logout?site=85&returnTo=http://www.haaretz.com/jewish-world/jewish-world-news/.premium-1.566199
http://www.haaretz.com/Promotions
http://www.haaretz.com/
http://www.haaretz.com/news/keeping-track-of-the-peace-process
http://www.haaretz.com/news/diplomacy-defense/.premium-1.566102
http://www.haaretz.com/st/inter/Heng/news/eoy/bin/index_eng.html
http://www.haaretz.com/news/features/word-of-the-day
https://twitter.com/intent/follow?original_referer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.haaretz.com%2Fjewish-world%2Fjewish-world-news%2F.premium-1.566199&region=follow_link&screen_name=haaretzcom&tw_p=followbutton&variant=2.0
https://plus.google.com/111645974908902038503
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/haaretz-english-edition-new/id504537897
http://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.opentech.haaretz
http://itunes.apple.com/app/haaretz-english-edition-for/id500132377
http://www.haaretz.com/misc/writers/judy-maltz-1.443562
http://www.haaretz.com/misc/article-print-page/.premium-1.566199?trailingPath=2.169%2C2.208%2C2.313%2C
javascript:return addthis_sendto('email');
http://www.addthis.com/bookmark.php?v=300
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?original_referer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.haaretz.com%2Fjewish-world%2Fjewish-world-news%2F.premium-1.566199&text=Fragment%20containing%20ancient%20'tekhelet'%20dye%20discovered%20near%20Dead%20Sea&tw_p=tweetbutton&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.haaretz.com%2Fjewish-world%2Fjewish-world-news%2F1.566199
http://twitter.com/search?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.haaretz.com%2Fjewish-world%2Fjewish-world-news%2F.premium-1.566199
http://www.haaretz.com/misc/writers/judy-maltz-1.443562
http://www.haaretz.com/misc/breakingnews
http://www.haaretz.com/news/features/david-s-harp
http://www.haaretz.com/opinion
http://www.haaretz.com/news/features/david-s-harp/.premium-1.566321
http://www.haaretz.com/news/features/david-s-harp/.premium-1.566321
http://www.haaretz.com/opinion/.premium-1.566326
http://www.haaretz.com/news/features/david-s-harp/.premium-1.566321


12/31/13 Fragment containing ancient 'tekhelet' dye discovered near Dead Sea - Jewish World News Israel News | Haaretz

www.haaretz.com/jewish-world/jewish-world-news/.premium-1.566199 2/4

RELATED TAGS

Israel archaeology
Jewish World
Jewish studies
Jewish law

RELATED ARTICLES

Pink wool to ponchos: What people in ancient
Israel really wore
By Miriam Feinberg Vamosh | Dec. 26, 2013 | 11:05
AM

ACTIVITY

RECOMMENDATIONS

Israel, on the subject of tekhelet. In attendance were many of the former
chief rabbi’s grandchildren, including the keynote speaker, Isaac Herzog,
the new chairman of the Labor Party.

Announcing the discovery, Dr. Na'ama Sukenik, a curator at the Israel
Antiquities Authority, said the tiny piece of fabric had been discovered in
the 1950s in a cave at Wadi Murba’at, where Jewish fighters hid during the
Bar Kokhba revolt in the second century. As part of her doctoral
dissertation at Bar Ilan University, Sukenik recently
tested the color found in the fabric and was able to
determine that it was derived from the Murex
trunchular, a mollusk widely believed to be the marine
animal known as the khilazon in the Talmud -- the
source of the rare blue dye.

To this day, scientists and scholars have not reached a
consensus on whether tekhelet was a light sky-blue
color, as most modern day experts on the subject now
believe, or a darker, more purple-hued blue. The shade
discovered on the piece of fabric tested by Sukenik was
sky blue. The tassels on the fragment were spun in a
way that was common in Israel in ancient times, she
said, demonstrating that the dye was locally produced.

“I think this is a fascinating finding,” said Baruch
Sterman, a physicist and world expert on snail dying,
who is also the author of “The Rarest Blue,” a recently
published book on the subject.  “Here we have evidence
that in Israel, in the second century, they had the
technology to dye blue using murex, and there was an
entire industry in Israel that had all this advanced
technology.”

 

Sterman is also the cofounder of the Ptil Tekhelet
Association, an Israeli-based non-profit that produces
its own line of tzitzit dyed with the biblical blue color,
which its members extract from snails and process by
hand.

The reason so few remnants of the dye exist from
ancient times, said Sterman, is that the fragments were very fragile. “This
was an industry that was lost 1,300 years ago, so if we’re going to find any
remnants, they have to be at least 1,300-1,500 years old. The chances of
finding them are miniscule," he added, "because the climate is so dry by the
Dead Sea and because of the chemicals in the air there, you can find things
older there than in other places."

There is no evidence, he said, that other two pieces of fabric containing the
blue dye derived from the murex were produced in ancient Israel. One
fragment, containing a light blue color, was discovered in the Pazyrik
region of Russia, and the other, containing a darker blue, was discovered
during the Masada excavations. The fragment discovered in Masada, he
said, may not necessarily have been produced locally.

A member of Ptil association demonstrating dye
processing technique.
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