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Introduction  
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The Mitzvah: 

Tzitzit with Tekhelet 
And God spoke to Moshe saying:  

Speak to the children of Israel and bid them that they make for 

themselves tzitzit on the corners of their garments throughout 

their generations, and that they put on the tzitzit  of the corner 

a thread of tekhelet.   

This will be to you for tzitzit that you may look upon it and 

remember all the commandments of God, and fulfill them, and 

not seek after your own heart and your own eyes, which you use 

to go astray; that you may remember and fulfill all My 

commandments, and be holy to your God.   

I am Hashem, your God, Who brought you out from the land of 

Egypt to be God to you; I am Hashem your God.  

(Bamidbar 15:37-41) 
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The Mitzvah: 
Two Commandments in One 

ÅThe one mitzvah is composed of two òtziviotó (ordinances). 

(Rambam, Hil. Tzitzit 1:3). 

ÅOne might think that there are two separate mitzvot, but 

since the verse uses [the singular verb] òve-hayahó it indicates 

that there is only one mitzvah involved. (Mechilta 

dõRõYishmael; Sifrei Zuta, Shlach). 

ÅThe essence (ikar) of the mitzvah is tekhelet and one wearing 

white without tekhelet has not fulfilled a complete mitzvah 

(mitzvah shleimah).  (Rashi on Men. 40a dóh bósh potrin; also 

Rashi quoted by Ramban in Milhamot Shabbat 25).  

ÅòThe reminder [to do the Mitzvot] is in the thread of 
Tekheletó (Ramban Bam. 15:38). 
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Source of Tekhelet: 

The Hillazon 
ÅAbaye inquired of R. Shmuel bar R. Yehuda: How do you 

dye the thread of tekhelet?  He replied: We take the òbloodó 

of the hillazon é (Men. 42b). 

ÅOur Rabbis taught: The hillazon é with its òbloodó one 

dyes the tekhelet. (Men. 44a). 

ÅTekhelet is only valid from the hillazon, otherwise it is invalid 

(pasul). (Tosefta Men. 9:6). 

 

 

 (Tosafot (on Shabbat 75a, dóh ki haychi) explains that the 

òbloodó for dyeing is not the lifeblood but a secretion.) 
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Historical Review 
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Historical Review: 

Ancient 
1750 BCE Crete - The archeological evidence now available 

suggests that the origins of the purple and blue dye 

industry can be traced to Crete.  

1500-1300 BCE Tell-el-Amarna Tablets - The phrase subatu sa 

taklti - a garment of tekhelet - is listed as one of the 

precious articles sent to Egypt by Dusratta, King of 

the Mittani, as dowry to the Egyptian prince who was 

about to marry his daughter.  

 1200 BCE Tel Shikmona Vat - Chemical analysis of stains 

on a vat reveal that an advanced dye industry using 

Murex snails was well established on the Canaanite 

coast.  
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Tell El Amarna 
Akhetaten - Horizon of the Solar Disk 
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Tel Shikmona -  
1200-900 BCE. Murex shells 

(trunculus, brandaris, haemastoma), 

potsherds with Murex dye 

remains. (Royal Purple, p.153-5). 

Archeological Site Map 

Sidon - massive mound of  M. trunculus 

snails - broken in exactly the spot to access 

the glands to obtain the dyestuff.  At a 

distance, a separate and distinct massive 

mound of  M. brandaris and Thais 

haemastoma. (Herzog, p.24). Tyre/Tzur  -  
Enormous conglomeration 

of  broken M. trunculus 

snails. (Herzog, p.24). 

Tel Akko - 1200 BCE.  

Large quantities of  crushed 

Murex shells. Kilns, Containers. 

(Royal Purple, p.151). 
Tel Keisan - 1100 BCE. 

Murex dyed vessel.  Small 

quantities of  Murex shells 

broken at gland. (Royal 

Purple, p.151). 

Sarepta - 1300 BCE. 

Collection of  Murex 

trunculus shells. 

(Ziderman, p.438). 
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Historical Review: 

Loss 
100 BCE - 383 CE  Roman Restrictions 
ðCaesar (100-44 BCE) and Augustus (63 BCE -14 CE) restricted use to governing classes. 

ðNero (37-68 CE) issued a decree giving emperor exclusive right to wear purple or blue. 

ðConstantine (337-362 CE) strictly enforced restrictions of the use of tekhelet.  

ðAn edict (383 CE) by Gratian, Valentinian, and Theodosius deemed the manufacture of 

higher quality purple and blue a state monopoly.  

500 - 570 CE  Last Positive Mention 
ðTekhelet was brought from Israel to Babylon in the days of R. Achai (506CE) - the last 

positive indication of the use of tekhelet . One can assume that tekhelet was available until 

the redaction of the Talmud, as no allusion to its discontinuance is recorded. 

639 CE  Demise of the Dye Industry 
ð The Arab conquest of Israel is believed to have brought an end to the dye industry.  

750 - 760 CE  Negative Mention 
ðThe Midrash Tanhuma (750 CE) laments òand now we have no tekhelet, only white.ó  

ðIn the work Sheiltot DõRav Achai (760 CE) there is no mention of tekhelet.  
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Historical Review: 

Rediscovery 
1857 Discovery of Dye Snails  

   

1864 Discovery of Dye Industry  

   

1909 Discovery of DibromoIndigo  

   

1913 Rabbinical Investigation  

   

1980 Discovery of Process to Obtain Blue Dye  
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The Molecule: 
DibromoIndigo vs. Indigo 
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Jewish Criteria For 

Identification 
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Criteria for Identification: 

Habitat 
ÅTalmudic Description 

ðTzaydei hillazon - the fishers of hillazon are from Haifa to 
(Sulamot Shel Tzur) Ladders of Tyre (Shabbat 26a).  

ÅPhysical Evidence 

ðArcheological digs show remnants of the dyeing 
industry on the northern coast of Israel through the 
southern coast of Lebanon. (Royal Purple, p.149-157). 

ðDigs from Haifa to Tyre and beyond, revealed mounds 
of Murex shells (broken to access their dye stuff) - some 
up to one hundred yards long and several yards thick 
(Royal Purple, p.24, p.151-5; Ziderman, p.438; Twerski, 
p.82). 
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Criteria for Identification: 

Shell 
ÅTalmudic Description  

ðHaPotzeia - One who breaks open a hillazon...(Shabbat 

75a). 

ðGo and learn [about the clothes of the Jews in the 

desert] from the hillazon - all the time that it grows, its 

shell (nartiko) grows with it (Shir HaShirim R. 4:11).  

ÅPhysical Evidence 

ðThe Murex snail is a hard shelled Mollusk, which must 

be broken open to obtain the dye stuff. (Ziderman, 

p.430). 

ðR. Herzog explains the use of the verb potzea to mean 

òbreak openó - as in a nut (Ziderman, p.430). 
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Criteria for Identification: 

Expense 
ÅTalmudic Description  

ð òThe hillazon is this: its body is like the sea, itõs creation is like a fish, 

it comes up once in 70 years and with its blood one dyes tekhelet - 

due to this it is expensiveó (Men. 44a).  

ÅAnalysis 

ð The vagueness of these descriptions make them ineffective for use 

in identification - other more indicative signs could have been 

given, if that was the intention of the Gemara.  Each point comes 

to explain the conclusion of the statement that òthe dye is 

expensiveó (Rock, n.57). 

ð The declaration that òit is expensiveó is simply out of place in a 

formal halachic definition.  It would, however, make sense as part of 

an explanation to consumers curious as to the reason for the 

exorbitant price. (Herzog, pp.66-7). 
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Criteria for Identification: 

Body Color 
ÅTalmudic Description  

ðThe body of the hillazon is like the sea (Men. 44a).  

ÅPhysical Evidence 

ðThe snail shell takes on a blue-green color due to the sea 
fouling organisms covering them.  In any case, the shell 
is always the same color as the sea bed in which it is 
found.  

ðBiblical and Talmudic references to òseaó often refer to 
òsea-bedó (e.g. Yishaya 11:9). (Rock, p.15). 

ð It is a more than reasonable assumption that the 
Gemara is referring to the shell as it looks when it is 
caught (and not after it has been polished). (Ziderman, 
p.430). 



 Copyright  © 1999 23 

Criteria for Identification: 

Creation 
ÅTalmudic Description  

ðBriato, its creation is similar to that of a fish (Men. 44a). 

ÅPhysical Evidence 

ðBriah - a general classification of creatures - òlike fishó 

that live in the ocean, so too do Murex snails. (Rock, n.57).  

ðMurex snails are spawned from eggs, just like fish. 

(Twerski, p.98). 
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Criteria for Identification: 

Once in 70 Years 
ÅTalmudic Description  

ð [the hillazon] comes up once in 70 years (Men. 44a).  

ÅPhysical Evidence 

ð òOnce in 70 yearsó (an oft used Talmudic expression 

meaning òonce in a lifetimeó) it washes up; otherwise, it 

must be fished out, thus adding to its cost. 

ð òNevuzaradan left é the tzadei hillazonó (Shabbat 26.) - 

for the sake of the kingõs garments (Rashi on ibid.). 

ð The Rambam (Hil. Tzitzit 2:2) makes no reference to ò70 

yearsó. 
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Criteria for Identification: 

Dye Extraction 
ÅTalmudic Description  

ðOne is more pleased that it should be alive, so that the 
dye should be clear/pure/successful (Shabbat 75a) - the 
òbloodó from the live [hillazon] is better than from it 
dead. (Rashi on ibid.). 

ÅPhysical Evidence 

ð Inside the hypobranchial gland of the snail, the 
precursors to the dye exist as clear liquid. (Sterman, 
p.76). 

ðThe chemistry of the dye formation in the Murex 
requires a specific enzyme (purpurase), which quickly 
deteriorates upon the snailõs demise. (Sterman, p.68). 
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Criteria for Identification: 

Dye Color 
ÅTalmudic Description  

ð Tekhelet resembles the color of the sea, and the sea resembles the 

sky, and the sky resembles the Holy Throne. . .   (Men. 43b). 

ð God said: I distinguished in Egypt between the drop of [semen that 

was to become] a firstborn and that of a non-firstborn, I will exact 

retribution from he who attaches kela ilan to his cloth and claims it 

is tekhelet. (Baba Metzia 61b).  

ÅPhysical Evidence 

ð Kela Ilan has consistently been identified as indigo (Aruch on kela 

ilan; Radvaz Responsa 2:685), which is blue.  

ð The blue dye obtained from the Murex trunculus snail is molecularly 

equivalent to the dye obtained from the kela ilan plant. (Royal 

Purple, p.175; Sterman, p.66) 
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