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Pomegranates, bells, and tzitzis*
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You shall make the me’il of the eiphod entirely techeiles. You shall make on the bottom of it
pomegranates of techeiles, argaman, and tola’as shani, on the bottom all around, and golden bells
amongst? them all around?

One of the garments of the Kohen Gadol is the me’il, a type of blue cloak. There’s a dispute about
exactly how it looked. Some say” it was like a regular long shirt. In contrast, the Rambam describes’ the
me’il as not having sleeves. Rather, it was divided into two corners from the neck downwards. Meaning,
it is not attached except adjacent to the neck. This sounds similar to what our tallis katan looks like
today, which is a four cornered garment®. One of the unique features of the me’il is the bottom of it had
threads spun and woven together to resemble pomegranates, as well as golden bells. The latter were
there so all would hear the Kohen Gadol as he came’.

There’s a question about the exact placement of these pomegranates®. The Torah describes them as
being on the bottom of the me’il, but where exactly was that? Was it at the very very bottom? That’s
problematic, for that would make it necessary to make the actual garment of the me’il slightly shorter.
In that case, the Kohen wearing the me’il wouldn’t be entirely covered by the garment as they should
be. This would disqualify the garment. We can’t say that the bottom of the garment would be measured
from the bottom of the pomegranates, as the Torah commands making the me’il, and only then
describes the pomegranates. It sounds like the me’il is a separate entity to the pomegranates. Instead,
one could suggest that the pomegranates were sewn on a little higher in the garment, in such a way that
the bottom of them aligned with the bottom of the me’il.

Some have noted® that this interpretation precludes an answer to a different question. As stated, the
Rambam’s understanding of the me’il is something similar to our tallis katan. One could then ask® on
the Rambam, why didn’t they put tzitzis on the me’il? We don’t find anywhere any mention of such a
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thing, and yet it’s a four cornered garment!. Some answer'? simply that we know that a borrowed
garment is exempt from tzitzis'3, and the me’il was Temple property. As such, it was not obligated in
tzitzis®,

However, some suggest?® a different answer. A potential source for the Rambam is the Zohar'®, which
explicitly says that the me’il had four corners!’. The Zohar compares the me’il to a tallis with tzitzis. It
says that the four corners of the tallis are like the me’il, with its bells and pomegranates at the bottom.
It says these bells and pomegranates were at the corners of mitzvah, which are the five knots8. The
implication is that the pomegranates, which were woven from threads of techeiles, argaman, and
tola’as shani were in place of tzitzis, which are normally just white and techeiles threads. It's no wonder
then why we don’t find tzitzis in the me’il, as the pomegranates took their place®.

However, this approach doesn’t square with the earlier interpretation of the location of the
pomegranates®. Due to lack of an alternative, the conclusion was that the location of the pomegranates
was higher up on the me’il. They were located such that the bottom of the pomegranates reached the
bottom of the me’il. If that’s so, then it would be impossible to use them as tzitzis, which are supposed
to hang below the garment. It would seem then that these approaches can’t both be true. Either their
location was indeed at the bottom of the me’il, or the me’il simply didn’t have tzitzis. Either way,
hopefully we now have a better understanding of the me’il, its look, and its various interpretations.

Good Shabbos
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