
A week ago Sunday, Rabbi Yaakov Jaffe mentioned a halakhic position I had 
been, so far as I could tell, wholly unaware of, namely that the strings should be tied 
around the side of the tallit, rather than straight down, so that they would “fall on the 
corner”.  I felt worse when I realized that this position was apparently cited in Shulhan 
Arukh OC 11:15, although I recovered slightly when a random sampling of my rabbinic 
colleagues showed that my ignorance was widely shared.  To my knowledge, I have not 
seen a commercial tallit or tallit katan which came with its tzitzit so arranged, and I’d like 
to hear from readers if they have other experiences.  

The history of this issue turns out to be quite fascinating, and I hope to write 
about it extensively – in the short run, however, I don’t believe that anyone needs to alter 
their practice.  This week, however, I want to focus on a striking methodological 
argument made by the BACH, R. Yoel Sirkes, in his treatment of this issue.1   

Rabbi Sirkes is discussing the position of Baal HaIttur, as cited by MaharI 
Abohav, as cited by Beit Yosef, which sets out as its primary position that a statement in 
the Sifre invalidates what was in his day the standard method of tying tzitzit.  The literal 
translation of Sifre is  

“on the keren (corner) is invalid,  
as Scripture writes ‘on the four kanfot (corners)” – four but not eight.”.   

Baal HaIttur, says MaharI Abohav, asserts that the Sifre would consider the standard 
method invalid because it produces 

“eight tzitzit on the tallit,  
as to whichever side one flips the tallit, we can use these tzitzit,  
so it is as if there are eight tzitzit present”.  

However, Baal HaIttur then suggests that the contemporary method can be justified if one 
interprets the Sifre differently.  In this interpretation Sifrei invalidates tzitzit that are  

“tied on the kanaf ba’alakhson,  
so that the tzitzit can be seen as for this kanaf or for that kanaf,  
so it is as if there are two kanfot.”  
All the above is within Beit Yosef’s presentation of MaharI Abohav’s 

presentation of Baal HaIttur.  Bach, however, argues that this presentation of Baal 
HaIttur’s initial reading has Baal HaIttur reaching an unwarranted conclusion from the 
Sifrei; he therefore suggests a different way in which Baal HaIttur might have invalidated 
the standard method on the basis of the Sifrei.  But then – and this is our focus - he argues 
that Baal HaIttur must not have intended to invalidate the standard method completely, 
but rather only suggest that it not be adopted ab initio.  Certainly Baal HaIttur did not 
intend to prohibit making a blessing over tzitzit tied via the standard method. 
 Bach does not base his argument on the presumption that contemporary practice is 
correct; if that were the case, he would simply adopt Baal HaIttur’s second reading.  
Rather, he claims that Baal HaIttur cannot intend to provide two mutually exclusive 
readings such that one who seeks to be meticulously observant cannot find a way of 
satisfying all positions.   

                                                
1 The original text is attached and translated, although my understanding of the 

substance is limited, and I welcome suggestions and corrections; it is also possible that 
my understanding of the form of the argument is colored by a misunderstanding of the 
substance.  
 



 Rabbi Mayer Schiller wrote an article years ago in a YU journal – I believe it was 
Bein Kolteli HaYeshiva – setting out what he saw as mutually exclusive positions 
regarding Kiddush Levanah, and using that to argue against the notion of always playing 
it safe religiously, and I regularly make a similar argument for the ineluctability of 
religious risk on the basis of the conflicting Tosafistic definitions of learning Torah not 
lishmoh (the audio of that shiur is here).   

But it seems that BACH disagrees, and believes that it would be unjust to allow 
such situations to exist within Halakhah.- and that this should be so obvious to all, that 
one can reject the straightforward interpretation of a precedent on the ground that it 
would create such a situation.  Now this strikes me as peculiar – true, Baal HaIttur might 
prevent himself from suggesting two approaches that combine for this effect, but if he 
suggested one, how could he prevent someone else from suggesting the other?  By 
suggesting the first, is he precluding anyone from suggesting the second, even if they see 
the second as the most likely interpretation?  In other words, does the necessity of letting 
there always be a religiously safe way to practice halakhah trump the ideal of determining 
the true Halakhah? 

I stand by my own position that avoidance of risk is not the ultimate purpose of 
Halakhah. But I think it is certainly sociologically correct that many people are attracted 
to an observance spelled out in fine detail by its promise of security, and at the least 
BACH can serve as a reminder that poskim have a pastoral responsibility to account for 
their religious motivations. 

Shabbat shalom! 
Aryeh Klapper 
 

P.S.  Many thanks to those who have responded generously to our Shavuot letter – please 
join them if you haven’t already! 
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BaCH OC 11 
1. Beit Yosef brings at the end of this siman that which MaharI Abohav wrote in the 

name of Baal HaIttur, that  
2. the Sifrei writes: 
3. on the keren is invalid,  
4. as Scripture writes ‘on the four kanfot’ – four but not eight.” 
5. Therefore he invalidated all our tzitzit, 
6. as they yield a situation in which the tallit has eight tzitzit, 
7. as to whichever side the tallit is flipped to, we can use those tzitzit, 
8. so it is as if there are eight tzitzit here. 
9. It seems that his intent is  
10. Whether you wear the tallit in its usual fashon, or whether you turn it inside out – 

whichever side you flip the tallit to,  
11. you can use the same tzitzit,  
12. as they will be ‘dripping’ on the corner on all sides,  
13. and it will be as if there are eight tzitzit. 
14. Alternatively, he meant 
15. that to whichever side of the tallit one flips the tzitzit 
16. you can use those tzitzit etc. 
17. Now he says that ours are invalid, 
18. but that if we would make two holes in the tallit, and put the tzitzit through them, 

and pull the strings out on one side only, 
19. then they would not be ‘dripping on the corner’, 
20. rather they would be emerging from one side of the kanaf of the tallit, 
21. like a branch emerging from the trunk 
22. but on the second side there would be no tzitzit at all. 
23. He writes further 
24. that our custom can be reconciled 
25. by interpreting Sifre’s statement “on the keren is invalid because we require four 

and not eight” 
26. as referring only to when one puts the tzitzit on the kanaf baalakhson,  
27. so that the tzitzit appear to be either for this kanaf or for that kanaf,  
28. and so it is as if there are two kanfot. 
29. I found the same written in the name of Tosafot Alfasi,  
30. that MaharaM changed his mind  
31. and said that everything is called ‘dripping on the corner’, 
32. and it is only tying the tzitzit in such an alakhson that is excluded 
33. This was the language of Maharshal in his novellae to the Tur, 
34. that when Sifre says “on the keren is invalid”, it means that baalakhson is 

forbidden  
35. on the ground “four not eight”. 
36. Now it seems 
37. That when he wrote that the tzitzit should not be tied baalakhson 
38. he meant that one should not make two holes in the kanaf 
39. one above, within three fingerwidths, and one below at the edge of the keren, 



40. and put the tzitzit through the upper hole, and afterward put the heads of the tzitzit 
through the lower hole 

41. the ones that are on the inside, put through the lower hole so that they hang 
outside 

42. and the ones that are on the outside, put through the lower hole so that they hang 
inside 

43. as in this fashion they are tied baalakhson  
44. and they do not move from their places 
45. so they become eight –  
46. four for this kanaf and four for that kanaf. 
47. But there is room to express astonishment here at the Baal HaIttue for invalidating 

all our tzitzit on the basis of Sifre saying “four but not eight’, 
48. as from where did he learn that our tzitzit, because they can flip to either side of 

the kanaf, that his should be considered as if there are two tzitzit there,  
49. so that it turns out that there are eight tzitzit for four kanfot, when Scripture says 

“four but not eight”? 
50. All this is forced and distance, 
51. as there are present only four tzitzit on four kanfot, not more, 
52. and furthermore, 
53. the verse says “the four kanfot of your garment”,  
54. so how does Sifre learn “four tzitzit and not eight tzitzit”!? 
55. Therefore this seems to me the intent of Sifre 
56. that even though each kanaf has two sides 
57. one lower, toward the ground, and one on the side of the kanaf,  
58. and the Torah says “Make gedilim for yourself on the four kanfot of your 

garment”, 
59. which implies that one must make gedilim for both sides of the kanaf, one gedil 

for each side, 
60. so that there would be eight gedilim 
61. two gedilim for each kanaf 
62. one gedil on one side fixed via two holes 
63. one hole within three fingerwidths above, and another hole below at the edge of 

the keren, 
64. and similarly on the other side, and on each of the four kanfot, 
65. so that there would be eight gedilim, 
66. The Sifre says that this is incorrect,  
67. as if that were so the Torah should have a different order, namely “on the four 

kanfot of your garment you should make gedilim for yourself”, 
68. but since the verse does not say thus, rather “You must make yourself gedilim on 

the four etc.”, 
69. Sifre interprets the “four” as applying to the gedilim as well, 
70. so that the verse comes to teach us that we should make only four gedilim and not 

eight,  
71. as if it said “You must make yourself gedilim, four of them, on the four kanfot of 

your garment”, 
72. and we similarly interpret the verse “Do not muzzle an ox while it is threshing”, 



73. that since it does not say “an ox you must not muzzle while it is threshing”, 
74. that you must not muzzle an ox during any work, 
75. and many other verses are interpreted similarly. 
76. Now according to this the Sifre only invalidated via this interpretation eight 

actual gedilim, two gedilim on each kanaf, 
77. but our tzitzit, which have only four gedilim, not more, are certainly valid,  
78. and we are not concerned that they flip to each side of the tallit,  
79. as flipping doesn’t turn them into eight,  
80. But Baal HaIttur nonetheless holds that since the Sifre invalidates having eight 

actual gedilim, 
81. therefore one should also invalidate those tzitzit that flip to each side, because 

they appear as if there are eight tzitzit here, 
82. But he means that they are invalid lekhatchilah, that they should not be made that 

way,  
83. but certainly he concedes that if they were made thus on a tallit, one can make a 

blessing over them, 
84. as opposed to that which appears from that which MaharI Abohav wrote as cited 

by Beit Yosef that Baal HaIttur invalidates our tzitzit as a matter of law, 
85. as according to this there is no solution for the scrupulous to be able to fulfill both 

of his alternative interpretations. 
86. For this same reason Beit Yosed pushed away the Baal HaIttur’s position with 

both hands. 
87. But according to what we have explained, that the Baal HaIttur only invalidates 

these tzitzit lehatchilah,  
88. there is a solution for the scrupulous,  
89. and it would be proper to make them lekhatchilah as a mitzvah min hamuvchar as 

Baal HaIttur wrote and explained in the name of his teachers, 
90. namely that one set up the tzitzit via two holes, and hanging from one side like a 

branch of a trunk, 
91. but because this would seem like spiritual arrogance, and astonishing behavior, as 

Biet Yosef wrote,  
92. therefore one should not alter the tzitzit that are visible on the tallit you are 

wearing from the standard practice, 
93. but under your clothes, which is covered, you should set up your tzitzit on the 

small garment in accordance with Baal HaIttur’s reasoning, and his teachers,  
94. which is the bottom-line law in my humble opinion. 
95. And this is the language of MaharIL: 
96. One must not hang the tzitzit downward, toward the ground,  
97. but rather on the side of the kanaf,  
98. as Scripture says “on the kanfot of their garments”.  


