We addressed hilkhot tzitzit one parshah early last week. The stimulus to that
was Rabbi Yaakov Jaffe’s mentioning to me the halakhic position that tzitzit should hang
alongside the vertical hem of one’s garment, rather than falling straight down from the
hole. | wrote last week that | was embarrassingly unfamiliar with this position, but that
my ignorance seemed widely shared. Several readers indicated that it was not universally
shared, however, although a common theme was that in practice is was very difficult to
keep the tzitzit from reverting to a completely vertical axis. David Fried (’10) offered
perhaps a limmud zekhut for my ignorance, and a practical solution, in the name of his
teacher Rabbi Yaakov Love: that this rule applies only to the initial tying of the tzitzit
onto the garment. David writes that this seems to be the straightforward reading of the
sugya as well, about which I will reserve judgment at this point.

The question that | want to address this week, in a narrow and preliminary
manner, is the extent to which the straightforward reading of a Talmudic source should
determine the Halakhah. Among the alternatives are ruling like the (straightforward
reading of) the Shulchan Arukh’s understanding; ruling like the majority of recent
decisors; ruling in accordance with popular practice; or ruling in accordance with what
seems to be the most reasonable contemporary result.

Shulchan Arukh here rules as follows:
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Some say that one must be scrupulous to suspend the tzitzit along the length of the tallit
as we require that they be notefet al hageren (meaning: suspended on the corner),
but if they were along the width, they would not be notef, as they would be suspended toward the
ground.

Mishnah Berurah? states that
a) as against Rabbi Love, this applies both at the time of making and whenever one
wears the garment, and
b) this is only a lekhatchilah requirement.
Now Shulchan Arukh’s source, which he quotes almost verbatim, is the medieval
Tosafist Rabbi Eliezer of Metz (the Yereim), which he cited in Beit Yosef from the
Hagahot Maimuniyot. Hagahot Maimuniyot continues as follows:
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This was also the practice of Maharam, to be scrupulous regarding a tallit that it be notef al
hakanaf at the time that a person wears it,
so that there are corners where the tzitzit are suspended along its length, and others along its
width — all in accordance with the way in which it is worn.
Afterward Maharam recanted and said that any manner is considered notef al hakanaf, which is
intended only to exclude tzitzi suspended in a diagonal to the point of the corner.

It seems clear to me that Maharam read the requirement as applying exclusively to the
wearing, rather than to the making of tzitzit, and accordingly that Rabbi Love’s reading is
not the straightforward reading of Shulchan Arukh.

Note that Maharam eventually recanted, and decided that notefet al hakeren only
required that the tzitzit not be diagonal so as to go across the point of the corner. This
position of his does not make the Shulchan Arukh at all, so far as | can tell. However, it
is resurrected by Magen Avraham, and cited as the law even bediavad by Mishnah
Berurah, on entirely separate grounds — that the Karaties required tzitzit to be tie that
way, and so anyone doing so is supporting their heresy?.

The problem here is that notefet al hakeren can conceivably be read as requiring
that tzitzit be suspended along the corner, as opposed to running diagonally across the
corner. (1 suspect, perhaps following Raavyah®, that netef is analogized the the netef, or
shoulders, of grape clusters). But | don’t see a plausible way that it can be read as
preferring tzitzit that drop straight down to tzitzit running diagonally across the corner.

There are, however, three other more-or-less plausible meanings of notef al
hakeren.

a) that the tzitzit be tied loosely, rather than tightly around the garment.
b) that the tzitzit hang on one side of the garment, rather than half on one side and
half on the other
c) that the tzitzit be suspended from above the edge of the garment, rather than from
the edge
Which of these is most likely the intent of the Talmud, and what historical resonance
does each have?

a) that the tzitzit be tied loosely, rather than tightly around the garment.
This appears to be the position of the Sheiltot deRav Achai Gaon (127), as best | can
understand it.
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Tzitzit must be notefet al hakenaf.
What does this mean? To loosen them.

% So the phrase notefet al hakeren is read by Mishnah Berurah lekhatchilah as banning the diagonal, while

Magen Avraham reports that the Karaites apparently read al kanfei as requiring the diagonal, so that magen
Avraham, and in his footsteps Mishnah Berurah, bans it even bediavad.
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He goes on to add explicitly that this applies only to the making, not the wearing, of
tzitzit. However, Beit Yosef likely knew of this position only through Baal Halttur, who
has 193 95 instead of »157 »1971 — | don’t know what that would mean - and does not cite
it at all
b) that the tzitzit hang on one side of the garment, rather than half on one side and
half on the other
This is cited by Beit Yosef as the position of Baal Halttur, and it is the basis of what | am
told is the Chabad custom of tying the tzitzit through two holes so that the loose strings
hang down on only one side of the garment. As we discussed last week, it invalidates all
conventionally tied tzitzit, and is not cited at all in Shulchan Arukh, so far as | can tell.
However — the Talmud on Menachot 42a, which is the source for the requirement of
notefet al hakeren, reads as follows:
A"
;NN'WD — 7AW IR En Y ron
Jnmwa 7019 (MIX) Apy' |2 TYHIR 0
v (I"U '11'[)’]1) ONRWY N 7V NoUN XNNY NDMIX N'X'YY 2210 AN 772 20 NRT KD XITX |INND
?Dn'Taa '91d
APy A ATY™IR D ?|NYD
A beraita:
If he placed the tzitzit on the corner or on the fringe — they are valid;
Rabbi Eliezer ben Yaakov invalidates both.
Which position does the following statement of Rav Gidal in the name of Rav follow:
“Tzitzit must be notefet al hakeren, as Scripture writes “on the corners of their garments?”
Which position?! That of Rabbi Eliezer ben Yaakov!.

So the requirement of notefet al hakenaf goes along with the position that forbids al

hakeren. What is that position? Here is the Sifrei:
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On the corner is valid.
Rabbi Eliezer ben Yaakov invalidates,
because the Torah says “on the four corners of your garment, not on eight”.

This seems to strongly support the Chabad custom, and suggest that in fact contemporary
practice is against the straightforward reading of the Talmud. However, that reading is
completely rejected by Shulchan Arukh and seems not to have been broadly practice
anywhere before Chabad, and there is no Talmudic evidence for requiring two holes
rather than one.

c) that the tzitzit be suspended from above the edge of the garment, rather than
from the edge
This reading, cited by Beit Yosef from Rashi, seems to me to be generated by the broader
Talmudic context of the requirement notefet al hakeren. Earlier I cited the immediate
context — here is a fuller citation.
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Our requirement is followed immediately by the statement of Rabbi Yaakov in the name
of Rabbi Yochanan that “and one must distance (the hole from the hem at least a full
fingerjoint”. Rashi seems to have read Rabbi Yaakov as clarifying R. Gidal, and R.
Eliezer ben Yaakov — when they required the tzitzit to be off the corner — notefet rather
than on — their minimum measurement was a fingerjoint. It seems to me that this reading,
which is eminently plausible based on the “and” at the beginning of Rabbi Yaakov’s
statement, is the basis of contemporary and historical practice.

However, | have to admit that | suspect otherwise. Rabbi Yaakov’s statement is
followed immediately by a discussion that seems to me to read him as a continuation of a
statement by R. Pappa® on the previous page giving the maximum distance the hole may
be from the edge. If this is so, our requirement is unrelated to Rabbi Yaakov, but rather
part of a parenthetical conversation which ends just before Rabbi Yaakov.

Note that the statement “this only refers to when they are made” later on the page,
which | presume was David Fried’s support for Rabbi Love (and the Sheiltot), would
therefore be irrelevant as well.

So how would you pasken?

Shabbat shalom
Aryeh Klapper
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