
The Mitzvah of Techeiles 

T he Torah states in Parshas 
Shelach: éôðë ìò úöéö íäì åùòå
  úéö éö  ìò åðúðå  íúøãì íäéãâá

úìëú ìéúô óðëä—They are to make 
themselves tzitzis on the corners of their gar-
ments throughout the generations, and they 
are to place upon the tzitzis of each corner a 
thread of techeiles.1 

 The Gemara explains this posuk to 
mean that the tzitzis on a garment should 
consist of white thread and techeiles thread. 
Techeiles is wool that has been dyed with 
blue dye produced from the ‘blood’ of a sea 
creature known as the chilazon.2 

On each of the four corners of the 
garment, four tzitzis threads are inserted 
into a hole and the threads are folded over, 
thereby making eight strings. There is a 
machlokes Rishonim as to how many of 
these eight strings should be dyed. The 
Rambam maintains one, the Ravaad two, 
and Rashi and Tosafos four.3  

Chazal state that the color of techeiles 
is similar to the color of the sea, the color of 

the sea is similar to the color of the sky, and 
the color of the sky is similar to the color of 
the kisei hakavod.4 The Torah states that by 
performing the mitzvah of tzitzis one will 
remember all the mitzvos of Hashem. The 
Ramban explains that the reminder is pro-
vided by the color of the techeilis which is 
ultimately similar to the kisei hakavod.5 

For many centuries, the identity of the 
chilazon and the manner in which techeiles 
is produced has been lost. Consequently, 
tzitzis have generally consisted only of 
white threads which halacha recognizes as 
acceptable in the absence of techeiles. The 
mitzvah of techeiles according to most opin-
ions is not an independent mitzvah, but an 
aspect of the mitzvah of tzitzis. Therefore, 
in its absence, by substituting white threads, 
one fulfills the mitzvah of tzitzis, though not 
in the preferred manner.6 

It has been said in the name of various 
rebbes that the discovery of techeiles is one 
of the stepping stones for the coming of 
Moshiach, as the techeiles dye will be used to 
color the bigdei kehuna.7 

In recent times there have been 
several attempts to discover 
and revitalize this most pre-
cious mitzvah. None, how-
ever, has been met with uni-

versal acceptance. It is our in-
tention in this article to pro-
vide a number of the criteria 
mentioned by Chazal in the 
identification of the chilazon, 
discuss tests that Chazal used 
to determine the authenticity 
of the techeiles dye, present a 
historical overview of the dis-
appearance of techeiles and the 

attempts to rediscover it, and analyze the 
different suggestions that have been offered 
over the years. 

When Did the Identity of the Chila-
zon Become Unknown? 

It is unclear exactly when the identity 
of the chilazon and the manner of produc-
ing techeiles became unknown. Techeiles 
was definitely available after the destruction 
of the second Bais Hamikdosh (70 C.E.) as 
there are references in the Gemara of Amo-
raim having it. 

The latest reference to the possession 
of techeiles in the Gemara is a reference to 
Rav Achai having it.8 Rav Achai was one of 
the heads of the Rabbonon Savorai, the 
post-amoraic chachomim who were the 
final editors of the Gemara. The Gemara 
was completed in the year 475 C.E.  Rav 
Achai, who was niftar around the year 510 
C.E., is quoted very often in the Gemara in 
an explanatory context.9 

The Medrash Tanchuma, which was 
completed around 750 C.E., states that 
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nowadays all we have are white threads be-
cause the source of techeiles has been con-
cealed.10 The Ramban postulates that te-
cheiles became lost due to governmental 
decrees that prohibited commoners from 
possessing it as it was marked a royal color.11 
Others claim that it was a result of the perse-
cution of the Jews under the Byzantine Em-
pire and the Moslems during the seventh 
century. The Jews were forced to wander 
from place to place, and in the interim, the 
tradition of the chilazon and the way it is 
processed became lost.12 Some speculate that 
during the following few centuries there 
were select individuals - including the Ram-
bam, perhaps - who had techeiles.13 

Historical Overview of Rediscovery 
Attempts 14 

The Radziner Rebbe, Rav Gershon 
Henoch Leiner, was well-known for his revo-
lutionary masterpiece Sefer Sidrei Taharos, 
which gathers divrei Chazal from all over 
Torah and places them with the appropriate 
mishnayos of Seder Taharos, thus forming 
somewhat of a Gemara on these masechtos 
on which we do not have any written Ge-
mara. The sefer received the approbation of 
the leading gedolim of the nineteenth cen-
tury, who all recognized the sheer brilliance 
involved in the writing of such a work. In 
addition to his proficiency in Torah, the 
Radziner Rebbe was also very fluent in secu-
lar studies including medicine, chemistry 
and engineering. 

In 1887, the Radziner Rebbe got the 
intuition to place all his efforts into rediscov-
ering techeiles and revitalizing this long-lost 
mitzvah. He published a sefer that year dis-
cussing all the references in Chazal that al-
lude to the chilazon and the techeiles dye that 
is produced from it. 

In the sefer, the Radziner Rebbe pieced 
together these references to develop all the 
possible indications as to how the marine 
creature called the chilazon is supposed to 
appear. He also spent much effort clarifying 
whether it is possible to reinstate the techeiles 
nowadays, and indeed concluded that the 
source was forgotten only due to the political 
events of past generations and not because it 
was concealed and taken away from us until 
Moshiach comes. 

At the end of the sefer, the Radziner 
Rebbe writes that he sent all the information 
he compiled to marine experts, and although 
they speculated as to what type of fish the 
chilazon is, they were not successful in con-

verting the dye into the color Chazal de-
scribe the techeiles. He concludes by men-
tioning his determination to pursue the mat-
ter on his own and with Hashem’s help rein-
state this mitzvah. He sent the sefer to many 
gedolei Yisroel of that generation. 

In 1888, the Radziner Rebbe traveled to 
Italy and spent the greater part of that year at 
the world-famous aquarium in Naples, 
studying all the different types of marine 
creatures housed there in surroundings re-
sembling their natural habitats. He con-
cluded that the cuttlefish (Sepia Officinalis), 
a squid like creature, also known as the tint 
fish, which exudes a black ink when in dan-
ger, fits the description of the chilazon as 
indicated by Chazal, albeit with some slight 
modifications. 

The Radziner Rebbe returned to Po-
land with a significant amount of blood from 
the cuttlefish and was determined to devise a 
method to convert it to the color blue. In 
fact, he was very pleased to discover that the 
blood was black, since the Rambam de-
scribes the chilazon as possessing black 
blood. This obviously comes across as puz-
zling in light of the fact that Chazal indicate 
the color of the chilazon’s blood as being 
blue. The Radziner Rebbe explained that the 
Gemara mentions that techeiles is produced 
by heating up the blood with the addition of 
a few herbs. He reasoned that the natural 
blood is probably black as the Rambam puts 
it. Only after it is heated up with some other 
chemicals does its color change to blue. 

After consulting with many chemists 
and using natural compounds that were 
available in the times of Chazal, the Radziner 
Rebbe successfully converted the blood to a 
bluish color. Pleased with his findings, he 
published another sefer clarifying the issue 
and publicizing that he had discovered te-
cheiles. 

In 1889, the Radziner Rebbe began 
mass-producing the techeiles, following the 
opinion of the Rambam and dying only one 
of the eight strings on each corner of the 
beged. All of his chassidim, as well as many 
others, began wearing the techeiles, with 
close to fifteen-thousand people wearing it 
on their tzitzis. This included many Breslover 
chassidim who also started wearing it, but 
accepted the Raavad’s view which requires 
two strings to be dyed. The Breslover chassi-
dim had a kabbalah from Rav Nachman of 
Breslov that the year 1888 was marked for 
the geulah. Since nothing happened in the 

year 1888, they interpreted it to refer to the 
discovery of the techeiles, which, as men-
tioned, is one of the signs of the geulah. 

Although thousands of people began 
wearing the newly discovered techeiles, the 
Radziner Rebbe had expected many more 
people to do so. He was very taken aback 
that most of the gedolim of his time did not 
offer any comment on the matter, not in 
support of his discovery nor in opposition to 
it. He questioned the silence of these other 
gedolim, and said that those who agree with 
his findings should support him and those 
who disagree should notify him of their 
opinion as well. If he was in error, he said, he 
was willing to retract his stance. 

There were actually a few gedolim who 
did write to the Radziner Rebbe explaining 
why they did not advocate wearing the te-
cheiles he had discovered. The Radziner 
Rebbe published many letters clarifying and 
defending his position, but was taken from 
this world shortly thereafter, at a relatively 
young age, and a collection of these letters 
was first published posthumously in 1891. It 
is said that the Maharsham, amongst some 
other gedolim, privately put on a tallis that 
had the Radziner Rebbe’s techeiles and re-
quested to be buried with it. 

During the years of World War II, the 
Radziner Rebbe’s exact method of producing 
the blue dye was seemingly lost. It was later 
discovered that Rav Yitzchok Isaac Herzog, 
the former chief rabbi of Israel, had in his 
possession a letter outlining the exact details 
as to how the Radziner Rebbe’s techeiles dye 
was produced. At that time, Rav Yitzchok 
Isaac Herzog was working on writing a thesis 
about techeiles for his doctorate and exposed 
the letter. He rejected the Radziner Rebbe’s 
techeiles for reasons which we will discuss 
below, and postulated that the chilazon is a 
snail called the Janthina. 

In recent years, there has been a re-
newed interest in determining the true iden-
tity of the chilazon and techeiles. Rav 
Herzog’s techeiles, which had never really 
been accepted, was officially rejected. Some 
postulated that the chilazon is a different 
snail called the Murex Trunculus. Although 
many people began wearing techeiles made 
from the Murex Trunculus, it was far from 
universally accepted and was openly rejected 
by many reputable talmidei chachomim. 

Prior to analyzing each of these par-
ticular opinions and suggestions, it is im-
perative to be familiar with some of the basic 
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aspects of the mitzvah mentioned by 
Chazal and in the poskim. 

Substituting the Chilazon Dye 
One of the first questions that must 

be analyzed is whether there is a need to 
locate the chilazon and remove its blood to 
make it into dye or if any dye suffices, pro-
vided that it is of the same shade of blue. 

During the times of Chazal, techeiles 
was quite expensive due to the chilazon’s 
rare appearance, as will be explained below. 
There were many counterfeiters who would 
color tzitzis with a dye extracted from an 
indigo plant which looked similar to the 
color of techeiles and would falsely market 
it as such. 

Aware of this problem, Chazal de-
vised chemical tests to differentiate be-
tween the genuine techeiles and the forged 
one. One test determined whether certain 
specific chemicals were able to make the 
color fade. The other test determined 
whether subjecting it to a certain procedure 
would improve its color or not. If the color 
faded from the first test and did not im-
prove from the second test, it was clear that 
it was dyed with the indigo plant and not 
with genuine techeiles.15 

The Tiferes Yisroel postulated a very 
novel approach. He maintained that te-
cheiles does not have to come from the 
chilazon, and as long as a dye possesses 
these qualities, it is kosher even if it origi-
nates from plants. Virtually all poskim dis-
agreed with this suggestion.16 

Though the Radziner Rebbe dis-
agreed with the Tiferes Yisroel’s approach 
on a practical level, he agreed with it on a 
theoretical level. He maintained that no 
plant dye would be able to blend in and 
retain its color as steadfastly as animal dye. 
In order for the dye to be completely ab-
sorbed and retain its color in the wool 
which comes from an animal, it, too, has to 
originate from an animal. He offered a de-
tailed scientific rationale for this, and thus 
maintained that if there are indeed marine 
creatures other than the chilazon from 
which one can produce a dye that possesses 
these qualities, the dye can be used for te-
cheiles. He writes that in order to be certain 
that it possesses these qualities, the plant or 
animal dye would have to pass the exact 
tests used by Chazal. Alternatively, if one 
does find a marine creature that has the 
physical features Chazal use to describe the 

chilazon, one may assume that it is indeed 
the chilazon and the dye does meet these 
qualifications.17 

At present time, no one is familiar 
with the exact procedures Chazal used in 
conducting their tests. Tests which were 
thought to be on target have been ques-
tioned based on the fact that the indigo 
plant passed as well, which clearly dis-
proves the functionality of the test as we 
know it. Consequently, it is imperative to 
be familiar with the criteria for the chilazon 
in addition to the chemical properties of 
the dye. 

Physical Features of the Chilazon 
There is a Gemara in Maseches Mena-

chos, which, although written in a seem-
ingly cryptic manner, sheds some light on 
the actual physical appearance of the chila-
zon. It states that: 1. The coloration of its 
body is similar to that of the sea. 2. Its anat-
omy is similar to that of a fish. 3. It emerges 
once in seventy years. The Gemara then 
states that one dyes techeiles from its 
‘blood’. The Gemara further mentions that 
since the chilazon is so rare, the cost of 
techeiles is so exorbitant.18 

Anatomy 
The Medrash implies that the chila-

zon has a shell that grows with it,19 which 
could mean that the chilazon is a type of 
snail. This fits well with the understanding 
of Rashi who generally refers to the chila-
zon as being similar to a fish - implying 
that the chilazon is a marine creature - al-
though, in one place, he describes it as a 
worm.20 A snail fits both descriptions. Al-
ternatively, the Medrash could refer to an 
internal shell. The cuttlefish has an internal 
cartilage shell. It is similar to a fish in that it 
is a marine creature which can swim in the 
ocean.21 

Location and Frequency 
 The Gemara in Maseches Shabbos 

mentions that there were fishermen whose 
occupation was hunting the chilazon in the 
Mediterranean sea between Tyre and Haifa 
(i.e. northern Israel and southern Lebanon 
- and in ancient times, Phoenicia). 

The Radziner Rebbe claimed that 
when the Gemara states that the chilazon 
emerges once in seventy years it cannot 
mean that it is inaccessible except for that 
time, for how could these fishermen have 
made a livelihood from doing this? Thus, 

he concluded, it seems that chilazons were 
always available in certain waters, albeit 
with some difficulty. He maintained that 
once every few decades chilazons would 
swim out of the water on to land, and dur-
ing those times they were numerous and 
easily accessible.22 

Blood Type 
The Gemara in Maseches Shabbos 

states that if one traps a chilazon on Shab-
bos and squeezes out its blood, he is only 
liable for trapping it. Tosafos comment that 
even though one intends to squeeze out the 
blood, he is not liable for this, because the 
blood that is extracted from a chilazon is 
not its lifeblood, but rather an inky secre-
tion stored in a cavity within the creature.23 

Additionally, the Gemara mentions 
that even though the chilazon will inevita-
bly die in the process, it is not intentional 
and is not desired, for the longer the chila-
zon is alive, the clearer the dye it secretes 
becomes. Consequently, one is not liable 
Mideoraisa for the chilazon dying, even 
though it is inevitable, as it is considered a 
pesik reisha d’lo nicha leih. 

The Recent Attempts to  
Identify the Chilazon 

I. Cuttlefish - Sepia Officinalis 
The Radziner Rebbe maintained that 

although there are many marine creatures 
that have inky secretions, the Sepia Offici-
nalis subspecies of the cuttlefish species 
possesses basically all the features he was 
looking for. Its skin color changes so that it 
can camouflage itself in its natural sur-
roundings. Thus, it resembles the color of 
the sea. It possesses an inner shell and has a 
separate ink sack that contains black ink, 
which is mentioned by the Rambam in his 
description of the chilazon. Chazal imply 
that coming out of the chilzaon’s head is 
something which appears similar to hook-
like threads that are put on chains which 
can be hung on a wall and that it has or-
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gans or fringe-like extensions that resemble 
a snake. The cuttlefish has eight arms and 
two tentacles protruding from its head 
which would seem to satisfy this feature. 

As mentioned earlier, although thou-
sands of people began wearing the techeiles 
discovered by the Radziner Rebbe, it was 
not universally accepted. From the several 
objections put forward, one of the most 
notable ones was from the Bais Halevi, who 
stated that in order to proclaim a certain 
species as being the chilazon, one has to be 
certain that the species was unknown for 
ages and the manner of making the blue 
dye was not either known. Otherwise, it 
would be considered as if we have a nega-
tive mesorah stating that this particular 
species is not the chilazon.24 

Additionally, the Ran explains the 
posuk referring to Klal Yisroel as “Am k’shei 
oref - a stiff-necked nation” to mean that 
Klal Yisroel is very skeptical when it comes 
to changing its practices based upon new 
discoveries, and unless something is con-
clusively proven, Yidden will not modify 
their ways. Once it is proven, however, 
Yidden will act accordingly, accepting the 
practice at all costs.25 

While working on his doctoral thesis 
on techeiles, Rav Yitzchok Isaac Herzog 
sent the Radziner Rebbe’s techeiles to three 
independent laboratories in three different 
countries to investigate its chemical break-
down. The results astonished him. All three 
laboratories came to the same conclusion: 
it had the identical chemical makeup as a 
well-known synthetic dye known as Prus-
sian blue. 

Rav Herzog began investigating the 
matter and realized that the Radziner 
Rebbe had added chemicals into the dye to 
change its color from black to blue. Al-
though the Gemara does mention the in-
sertion of chemicals into techeiles, accord-
ing to Rashi the chemicals are added only 
to function as a processing agent but not to 
serve as a basis for the coloring of the resul-
tant dye. In this case, however, the chemi-
cals added to the mixture were iron, pot-
ash, ammonium, chloride, muratic acid, 
sulfuric acid, and tartaric acid, which 
served as the essence of the dye. 

Furthermore, even according to Tosa-
fos who postulate that the chemicals were 
in fact part of the dye, Rav Herzog main-
tained that it seems clear that the chilazon 
blood must be a unique substance which 

would be needed to furnish the dye and not 
merely serve as a supplier of an organic 
compound which can easily be obtained 
from an array of organic substances. In the 
case of the Radziner Rebbe’s techeiles, the 
only ingredient which the chemicals did 
not supply was an organic compound 
needed to supply carbon and nitrogen. Any 
organic compound would suffice. In fact, 
the original Prussian blue was made by 
using ox blood. Rav Herzog speculated that 
the Radziner Rebbe assumed that since the 
added chemicals had no intrinsic color, the 
blue dye must have been inherent in the 
black ink. This, however, was not the case. 

It may be possible to produce a blue 
dye from the cuttlefish in a different man-
ner than the way the Radziner Rebbe pro-
duced it with the aid of his chemists; how-
ever, no such method has been discovered 
as of yet.26 

There were some other 
minor objections put for-
ward including the fact that 
the color in the Radziner 
Rebbe’s techeiles can be 
washed off with soap. The 
Radziner Rebbe himself 
countered this and other 
minor objections. He 
brought proofs that the 
condition that the dye be steadfast is only 
when it is subject to normal wear and tear, 
and not when toxics are used remove its 
color. However, Rav Herzog’s objection 
remains the most significant one.27 

II. Janthina 
Rav Hertzog concluded 

his thesis with an open sugges-
tion that perhaps the chilazon is 
the Janthina snail, whose shell 
possesses a violet color. The Jan-
thina snail secretes a violet dye, and 
its species often live in large groups 
that are attached to one another. On 
rare occasions, they have been 
known to wash ashore by the mil-
lions. This may be what the Gemara refers 
to when it says that the chilazon emerges 
once in seventy years. 

Modern researchers have rejected the 
suggestion of the Janthina snail as the chila-
zon. Amongst their objections is their claim 
that even though it does secrete a blue liq-
uid, it does not produce a dye that can be 
used to color cloth, for the fluid turns 

brown after a few minutes. Additionally, it 
is water soluble and its color does not re-
main steadfast in the cloth.28 

III. Murex Trunculus 
In recent times, an organization in 

Israel asserted that the Murex Trunculus 
snail is the lost chilazon. This organization 
now markets blue woolen strings to be 
placed as techeiles on bigadim of tzitzis.29 

The belief that the Murex Trunculus 
snail is the chilazon stems mostly from the 
location where it was discovered. We men-
tioned above that Chazal say that there 
were fishermen who would hunt the chila-
zon between Tyre and Haifa. This was the 
ancient Phoenician area, which is presently 
northern Israel and southern Lebanon. It is 
documented that the center of the dye in-
dustry in the ancient world was Phoenicia. 

The most famous dye was 
the Tyrean Purple. This 
color was used by many no-
blemen and was quite pricey. 
There are archeological find-
ings of a vast amount of bro-
ken Murex Trunculus snail 
shells near the cities of Sidon 
and Tyre. Each was broken 
opposite the hypobrachial 
gland - the location where 

the dye is released from. 
Indeed, Rav Herzog contemplated at 

one point that the Murex Trunculus is the 
chilazon. However, he rejected it on several 
accounts. Firstly, Chazal state that the color 
of the chilazon’s body is similar to the sea. 
The actual body of the Murex Trunculus 

has a whitish color which does not re-
semble the sea, and its shell is 

light brown. Additionally, it 
produces a purple dye, not a 
blue one. 
In an attempt to defend their 
findings, researchers claim 
that when Chazal stated that 
the color of the chilazon’s 

body is similar to the sea, they 
referred to the color of the seabed which is 
brown. In addition, they claim, even if the 
Murex Trunculus is brown, in its natural 
habitat its shell takes on a blue-green color 
due to algae that become attached to it. 

These defenses are difficult to com-
prehend, since the Gemara uses the same 
terminology in defining the color of the 
chilazon’s body and the color of techeiles. 

4 Halacha Berurah • Vol. 9 Issue 2 

A Murex  
Trunculus shell 

Janthina 



Halacha Berurah • Vol. 9 Issue 2 5 

(The Gemara states that it is “domeh li-
yam,” similar to the sea.) It is highly unrea-
sonable to say that regarding the color of 
techeiles the Gemara refers to the sea, and 
just a few lines later, regarding the color of 
the chilazon, the Gemara refers to the sea-
bed. 

Furthermore, the straightforward 
interpretation of the term “gufo” is the 
creature’s actual body. Even if one were to 
argue that it can also refer to the shell since 
this is what first meets a person’s eye, it is 
unreasonable to extend this untenable idea 
to also include foreign organisms, such as 
algae, that become attached to it. Chazal 
would not refer to that as “gufo”, but would 
have been more descriptive, especially if 
this is the primary Gemara in Shas that 
deals with the chilazon’s physical features. 
Moreover, algae would not be distinctive at 
all, since it also covers everything in that 
area of the sea as well. This is all in addition 
to the fact that in most cases, the color of 
algae is green, not blue. 

As far as the color of the Murex Trun-
culus dye is concerned, the color pattern is 
as follows. The gland exudes a clear liquid, 
and when affected by oxygen it changes 
colors. First it changes to yellow, then to 
green, then to blue, and finally to purple. If 
it is left for a while, it dries out and turns 
black. Thus, the suggestion was made that 
perhaps this can fit well with the Rambam’s 
explanation that the blood of the chilazon is 
black. However, a straightforward reading 
of the Rambam would imply that the natu-
ral color of the blood is black and not after 
it is dried out. The bigger question is the 
fact that the resulting color must be blue, 
not purple. In the early 1980s it was discov-
ered that if the purple liquid is exposed to 
direct sunlight or artificial sunlight, the 
color of the dye changes from purple to 
blue. 

In order for the color of a dye to re-
main steadfast on a cloth, the dye has to be 
water soluble at first to allow it to get fully 
absorbed. Once absorbed, it must be in-
soluble so that it won’t get washed off. The 
liquid that is secreted from the gland of the 
Murex Trunculus is naturally insoluble. In 
order to make it soluble, it must undergo a 
process which causes it to be chemically 
reduced. This is performed by adding 
chemicals which deoxidizes it (i.e. removes 
oxygen components from it). The resultant 
color has a yellowish-green shade. If ex-

posed to direct sunlight in its reduced state, 
the bromine (purple) molecules become 
unbound from the blue molecules, and 
after it is placed on a cloth and re-oxidized 
it returns to an insoluble state, with a blue 
color. 

The excitement of this discovery in-
tensified when these researchers realized 
that the resulting blue dye had the exact 
same chemical composition as the indigo 
plant. This fit very well with Chazal’s state-
ment that the indigo plant was used to 
forge the genuine techeiles due to the simi-
larity in color. 

However, many poskim and chemists 
brought this exact point to refute the au-
thenticity of the Murex dye. Chazal devised 
chemical tests to differentiate between the 
indigo plant and genuine techeiles. If the 
Murex dye possesses the exact same chemi-
cal composition as the indigo plant, then 
naturally any test performed on one of 
them would result in the same exact results 
when performed on the other. Thus, the 
Murex dye is clearly not techeiles. This ob-
jection was the most profound of those 
offered. 

In attempt to defend their view, re-
searchers put forth various hypotheses 
which state how things may have been dif-
ferent in the times of Chazal. One theory 
suggests that whenever Chazal made the 
techeiles dye, some snail meat would get 
mixed in with the dye, which changed the 
result. This argument fails from both hala-
chic and scientific standpoints. 

Firstly, it is highly unreasonable that 
Chazal would make a test that was based 
on impurities, as the test would be depend-
ent on something that will vary from batch 
to batch. A particularly good batch, pure 
from any impurities, would then fail the 
test. Moreover, any outside ingredients that 
would have caused the test to pass could 
have been maliciously added, by the forg-
ers, into the plant indigo dye as well, which 
would imply that it was something inherent 
in the techeiles dye that would make it pass 
the test. In our case, both dyes have the 
exact same chemical composition. 

Additionally, it appears that the pur-
pose of the test used by Chazal was not to 
determine whether or not the dye itself 
remains absorbed in the wool, but to see 
whether the color remains and is not re-
duced to a different color. All the items 
used in Chazal’s test are recognized by 

modern chemists as fermenting ingredi-
ents. Historically, these ingredients were 
placed in the fermentation vats that were 
used in dying indigo to enable it to become 
water soluble. This observation was made 
by Rav Herzog himself. 

If, in fact, it was snail meat that was 
mixed into the dye, this would seem to be 
at odds with what scientists claim that snail 
meat is actually beneficial as a reducing 
agent. This would not jive with this under-
standing of Chazal’s test. Also, the Ram-
bam mentions the insertion of snail mucus 
into the vat that was used for the test. In 
conclusion, since the blue Murex dye has 
the identical chemical makeup as indigo, it 
would fail any type of test that indigo 
would fail, let alone the Gemara’s test as 
just described. 

There are several additional facts in-
dicating the fallaciousness of the Murex 
techeiles. 

Chazal mention that although it is 
inevitable that the chilazon will die right 
after secreting the dye, nevertheless, the 
longer it stays alive, the more beneficial it 
is, since the dye will become clearer. The 
advocates of the Murex techeiles claim that 
the Murex Trunculus contains an enzyme 
in its glands that is necessary for dye for-
mation and this enzyme decomposes sev-
eral hours after the snail’s death. From the 
Gemara, however, it is clearly implied that 
the dye begins to degrade at the moment of 
death. This is precisely the value in it re-
maining alive a bit longer; it provides 
enough time to efficiently process a clear 
dye. If the dying effect would not be im-
paired right away but would first be im-
paired a few hours later, there would be 
more than enough time to process the tiny 
amount of dye inherent in a snail, and 
there would be no value in it remaining 
alive any longer. 

The Recent Discovery of  
Literary References 

Despite the clear indications that nei-
ther the chilazon nor techeiles have any 
connection to the Murex Trunculus, sup-
porters of the Murex Trunculus have pur-
portedly misinterpreted a Yerushalmi 
quoted by the Ravya as indicating that te-
cheilis is Purpura, which in Greek lan-
guages refers to either the color purple or 
the Murex Trunculus snail.30 Additionally, 
these individuals found kisvei yad, old 
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manuscripts, from the Chavos Yair, which 
mention this as well. The Chavos Yair con-
cludes that the color of techeiles is actually 
purple.31 The same is implied in a sefer at-
tributed to the Shiltei Hagiborim on the klei 
mikdosh, which was found with kisvei 
yad.32 

However, as the Radziner Rebbe him-
self points out, the implication from Chazal 
and all the Rishonim, and what seems to be 
the mesorah in Klal Yisroel, is that the color 
of techeilis is blue. The Radziner Rebbe 
writes that this is a basic concept that even 
young school children are aware of. Addi-
tionally, it is somewhat problematic to base 
a halacha on isolated writings. If there was 
indeed a mesorah that the chilazon is the 
Purpura, it should have been mentioned 
elsewhere in other seforim from the past 
thousand years. None of the gedolim dur-
ing the times of the Radziner Rebbe ever 
discounted his arguments based on this 
claim. It is therefore clear that no one was 
aware of such a mesorah. Quite possibly, 
the Chavos Yair, who was under the im-
pression that techeiles is purple, came to 
this conclusion on his own, based on the 
fact that the basic dye of the Murex Trun-
culus is purple. 

Passing halachic rulings based on 
kisvei yados discovered long after the au-
thor lived is itself quite dubious in the eyes 
of the poskim, as the authenticity and integ-
rity of each word is questionable.33 This is 
even more so in a situation such as 
ours where such a mesorah ought 
to have been mentioned elsewhere. 
Thus, the fact that the physical 
features of the Murex Trunculus 
do not resemble the chilazon as 
described by Chazal, and the fact 
that its chemical properties are 
identical to indigo, would lead one 
to believe that the Murex techeiles 
is not authentic. 

The Conclusion 
As we stated, this article is 

merely a brief overview of this 
most difficult, challenging and 
enigmatic topic. There are many 
more details, particulars, and other 
pieces of information and minutia 
that have been discussed by the 
many rabbonim, poskim, scientists 
and researchers who have devoted 

themselves to this matter. We have tried to 
present the major issues. 

The most recent proposal of the Mu-
rex Trunculus has not been met with uni-
versal acceptance to any extent. None of 
the signs mentioned by Chazal are clearly 
inherent in the Murex Trunculus. In fact, 
the impetus to find grounds for support of 
the Murex techeiles was based on archeo-
logical findings and not on the similarity of 
features mentioned by Chazal. Only after it 
was recognized that the Murex Trunculus 
had been discovered in the ancient Phoeni-
cian area where the chilazon had originally 
been hunted centuries ago, did these re-
searchers attempt to reconcile their find-
ings with the descriptions found in Chazal. 

It is quite possible that all the archeo-
logical findings were linked to the purple 
dying industry well ascribed in literature to 
that ancient area and not the blue techeiles 
which involves great effort to produce. The 
fact that marine experts cannot identify the 
genuine techeiles can be due to either insuf-
ficient knowledge of the marine wildlife or 
the general extinction or migration of the 
chilazon creature, which will definitely re-
turn only when Moshiach arrives. 

It is interesting to note that the sup-
porters of the Murex Trunculus have been 
busy conjugating speculative arguments to 
defend their approach, making it seem like 
it is the duty of their antagonists to dis-
prove them, when they have never pre-

sented any concrete proof that the Murex 
techeiles is genuine. 

Performing a Mitzvah With a  
Questionable Item 

Quite a number of poskim maintain 
that there is no requirement to perform a 
mitzvah with an item regarding which 
there is a doubt whether one can fulfill a 
mitzvah with it.34 Even those who disagree 
with this principle in general would most 
likely agree to it with respect to the so-
called Murex techeiles, where the available 
evidence overwhelmingly demonstrates 
that there are numerous questions regard-
ing each of the various proposals.35 Addi-
tionally, halacha mandates that lechatchila, 
unless genuine techeiles is used, tzitzis 
should be the same color as the garment. 
Obviously, if the techeiles being used is not 
authentic, the tzitzis do not conform to this 
halacha. 

It is mentioned in the name of the 
Arizal that according to kabbalah one 
should refrain from wearing techeiles made 
from the indigo plant. Since the Murex 
Trunculus techeiles is quite convincingly 
considered indigo, there is definitely a rea-
son to refrain from wearing it.36 

 Halacha Berurah is deeply grateful to Dr. 
Mendel E. Singer, Ph.D, School of Medi-
cine, Cleveland Ohio, and Dr. Yoel (Jonathan) 
Ostroff,  Department of Computer Science and 
Engineering, York University, Toronto, Canada 
for reviewing this article. 
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Free Offers and Cancellation Periods 

Q: A company offers free iPods to 
individuals who get five people to 
subscribe to one of the offers of 

their advertisers. One of the offers is a magazine 
subscription which offers a thirty-day cancella-
tion period. Question: Is a person permitted to 
sign up for these offers with the express intent to 
cancel before the thirty-day period, but still en-
able his friend to receive the free iPod for his 
soliciting efforts? 

Rav Dovid Feinstein’s Response: 
Such a question must be addressed to 

someone very familiar with business tactics. In 
many instances, companies are willing to offer 
rewards in order to solicit customers even if 
they have the option to cancel. Quite often, it 
is worth it for them, since many people forget 
to cancel and end up paying. Others, al-
though originally sure that they won’t like it, 
reconsider and do end up liking it. There are a 
number of variables, but an honest assess-
ment must be made. 

Copying Music 

Q: Is there anything halachically 
wrong with copying music to give 
to someone else, without the copy-

right owner's permission, or without compensat-
ing the owner? Is it stealing?  

Chana L. 
Brooklyn, NY 

Rav Yisroel Belsky’s Response: 
Rav Moshe Feinstein zt”l said that it is 

not permitted to copy any item that is being 
sold by the creator of that item. Every time 
you copy it, you're taking away sales from 
him. Anybody who downloads it, copies it, or 
does something else is really just turning 
someone else's money into ashes. And that's 
really the bottom line. It's taking something 
from someone else.  

That's very important to remember. 
Someone sweated nights and invested 
money and time in order to create a certain 
item that the public is interested in, and then 
he's ready to sell it. And then it turns out that 
some Internet type of enterprise gets its 

hands on it, and people end up paying zero 
for it. 

However, the concept of 'stealing' intel-
lectual property has limitations, because in 
certain cases it is permitted to copy an idea. 
For example, if someone comes up with some 
idea about how to sell something, that idea is 
probably not subject to being copyrighted or 
patented. But a song is copyrighted, and peo-
ple do business by selling records or tapes 
with songs. This is an item that brings a liveli-
hood to people. Therefore, if you're taking it, 
you're taking away the livelihood of a person.  

This is one of the areas where people 
say, "Everyone does it, and it really should be 
mutar.” People copy tapes and download 
from the Internet. Everything becomes 
“public domain.” There's nothing private. Peo-
ple just download it and copy it and they'll 
wipe the owner out.  

But even if everyone does it, it's wrong. 
You're taking away something from someone 
and you're harming him.  

The guideline here involves whether or 
not what you're doing is taking away a sale 
from the owner. One might say, if asked this 
question, "Oh, I would never have bought that 
anyway.” But, in fact, you shouldn't say that. 
You do like it ... and you would have bought it.  

However, if you buy one and make a 
copy for yourself so that you can have, say, 
one in the car and one at home - that kind of 
copying is permitted. No one buys two of 
something for such a purpose, so copying the 
merchandise in this case doesn't take the 
place of a sale. If you told a person who 
wanted one copy for the house and one for 
the car that he had to buy two, he wouldn't 
buy two. He would figure out a way to carry it 
back and forth each time.  Since buying two 
copies for such a purpose is never done, mak-
ing a copy for yourself for two locations is not 
taking away a sale.  

Cleaner Tags, Extra Buttons and 
Torn Belt Loops 

Q: If a cleaners tag is stapled onto a 
jacket, may one go outside with it 
on Shabbos?  

Lazer K. 
Lakewood, N.J. 

Rav Shlomo Miller’s Response: 
Preferably, one should remember to 

remove a cleaner tag before Shabbos and not 
walk outside with it on Shabbos, for since he 
plans on taking it off after Shabbos, it might 
not be botul to the beged and would be con-
sidered carrying. However, if it was not re-
moved, one may wear the jacket on Shabbos, 
as the basic halacha is that it is botul to the 
jacket in all circumstances, since it is not cho-
shuv at all. Thus, even though one plans to 
take it off after Shabbos, that does not give it 
any chashivus, as he is taking it off to throw it 
out because it’s worthless. 

This is unlike a torn belt loop where the 
Mishna Berurah is machmir if one plans to sew 
it back on after Shabbos. In that case, even if 
the loop is inexpensive, it has a chashivus due 
to the fact that one intends to utilize this very 
loop after Shabbos. The case of the cleaners 
tag would be analogous to the case of tzitzis 
which tore and one plans on discarding them 
after Shabbos. In such a case, the Mishnah 
Berurah rules that it may be worn on Shabbos. 

 Extra buttons are considered botul 
to a beged even if one plans on utilizing them 
in the event that buttons fall off. Since it is the 
derech to wear them on the beged in that 
manner, they are botul to the beged.  In most 
cases, people never end up using the extra 
buttons anyway and they just remain on the 
beged. 
 

In addition to the limud hatorah that is generated by this column, the purpose of this column is 
twofold. Firstly, it is to provide the general public with an available forum to present questions in 
all areas of halacha to the leading poskim of our time. Secondly, it serves to alert readers of com-
mon shailos that some people are bothered by and may go unnoticed by the general public.  

Please note that this column is not aimed at tackling well-known halachic disputes amongst 
poskim, nor to publicize or promote the view of a particular posek.  Additionally, this column 
clearly does not to take the place of local Rabbonim who should be consulted constantly with 
regard to all shailos.  

Please send questions to Ask the Gedolei Haposkim,  
c/o Halacha Berurah, 1341 East 23rd Street, Brooklyn, 
NY 11210-5112 or to asktheposkim@thekosher.net. All 
questions should be submitted in English. Please include 
contact information, including a name, city, state and 
phone number, which will be used solely to ensure the 
accuracy of the shailos submitted. Questions submitted 

will be selected randomly and presented to one of the 
gedolei haposkim on the panel. We cannot guarantee 
that every question we receive will be printed. Questions 
submitted may be edited for content and will be 
presented to the posek verbally. The posek’s verbal 
response will be transcribed and reviewed by the posek 
for accuracy.  
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