
There is something we constantly use that is utterly commonplace, yet so essential.  We think of 
it primarily in aesthetic terms, but we give little or no thought to its origin, composition, or 
production. As such, we miss its heightened significance to more than a few passages in the 
Torah. That something is cloth. 

A recently published book2 notes that in the ancient world, you would have needed a cloth of 
about 4.2 x 4.8 meters (13.75 x 15.75 feet) to make a single toga.  That would have used about 
42 km (26 miles) of yarn, all of which would have to have been spun by hand, with a drop 

spindle. It takes several hours to spin with a drop spindle the amount of 
yarn (raw cotton, wool, or flax) one can weave in an hour.3 (The 

spinning wheel, which would have speeded this up, wasn't 
invented till around 1000 CE.) Then the weaving—if one 

woman (yes, men didn't do this) was working alone, it would 
have taken around 120 10-hour days to produce that cloth.  
All this time and effort doesn’t even take into consideration 
shearing the sheep, picking the flax or cotton, preparing the 
dye, and dying the yarn. 

This gives a whole new level of importance to the value and 
symbolism of cloth and clothing. No wonder Yosef’s brothers 

cared so much about Ya’akov making an elaborate coat for Yosef!4 

In Parshat Vayeshev, when Yaakov is told about Yosef's supposed death and tears his clothes, 
he's not just performing a symbolic act, as we do when, as mourners, we tear our clothing. He 
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1. This dvar Torah is the result of several books Hinda read and then discussed with Evan.  
2. Elizabeth Wayland Barber, Women’s Work: The First 20,000 Years (W.W. Norton, 1996), p. 31. 
3. As pointed out by Rabbi J.H. Hertz in The Pentateuch and the Haftorahs (Soncino, 1965), the same words – 

k’tonet passim – are used in Shmuel 2 (13:18) to describe what was worn by “b’not ha’melech ha’betulot” – 
that is, royalty.  So if this was true centuries earlier, in Yosef’s time, that’s what may have angered his brothers 
as well.  

4. Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan’s translation.

Another 
passage in the Torah 

whose significance we may 
have missed is an obligation 

specified in our parsha, Mishpatim. 
The Torah requires that, if you've taken 
someone's clothing as security for a 
loan, you must return it by nightfall. 

For a long time, I never understood 
why you'd take a mere piece of 

cloth as security. It seems 
so trivial…



was ruining something of very great value, a spontaneous act that mirrored his feeling that 
something of immense value to him had been destroyed. The cloth he wore, which, like Yosef’s 
now-bloodied cloak, had been laboriously produced over a rather long period of time, was now 
ruined. His life, bereft of his precious son, was similarly destroyed. 

Another passage in the Torah whose significance we may have missed is an obligation specified 
in our parsha, Mishpatim. The Torah requires that, if you've taken someone's clothing as security 
for a loan, you must return it by nightfall. For a long time, I never understood why you'd take a 
mere piece of cloth as security. It seems so trivial—didn’t everyone have at least several articles 
of clothing? Why not take some tools, or cooking utensils, something more useful? Knowing 
how long and arduous a process it was to produce that cloth, I now understand how valuable it 
would have been and, thus, substantial enough to be used as security. 

We read in Parshat Terumah about the curtains and parochet for the Mishkan. The curtains were 
ten large tapestries made of linen, and sky-blue, dark red, and crimson wool, with a pattern of 
cherubs woven into them.5 According to Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, each curtain would have 
measured 42’ x 6’. Even assuming this was a group effort, the enormous amount of time and 
labor involved is mind-boggling. Similarly, it’s hard to imagine the effort, described in great 
detail in the following parsha, Tetzaveh, to fabricate the clothes that were to be made for Aaron 
and his four sons. 

It will be hard to read these passages again without keeping in mind all that is entailed in 
producing cloth, something that we take for granted.
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 5. Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan’s translation.
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