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Costumes and Colors in T’tzaveh, Purim and Mardi Gras 

 

Since before biblical times, the wearing of certain colors have set individuals apart by their economic 

or social status.  The dyes used to create the colors were precious and hard to obtain and developed 

symbolic meanings.  As I sat down to write this drash, I became aware of the convergence of three 

temporal events that illustrate the meaning of costume and color. 

  

Exodus is full of colorful imagery, and this week's Torah reading is no exception.  Once Aaron is 

named as the high priest, Moses is directed as to what Aaron should wear during his service. Skilled 

artisans were to make “sacral vestments for priestly service to me; they, therefore, shall receive the 

gold, the blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and the fine linen.” (Exodus 28.5)   Moses is instructed to 

“make Sacral vestments for your brother Aaron, for dignity and adornment.”  (Exodus 28.2) Aaron is 

set apart by his costume, declaring his importance. 

  

This evening we celebrate Purim. In the book of Esther, Mordicai is initially dressed in sackcloth and 

ashes, in mourning for the murder of the Jews. Once Esther and Mordicai save the king from a plot on 

his life, Mordecai is rewarded by being paraded around town in royal clothing on the king’s royal 

horse. ”And Mordicai went out from the presence of the king in royal apparel of blue and white (the 

royal colors of Persia at that time), and a great crown of gold, and with a garment of fine linen and 

purple.”  In this way his costume set Mordacai apart and above Haman, who had thought the 

celebratory parade was to be in his own honor of his service to the king.  Today we wear colorful 

costumes in commemoration of this deception. 

  

Finally, in pre-pandemic days, last week would have seen New Orleans as the scene of Mardi Gras 

celebrations and Rex parades.  The first Rex Parade in New Orleans was held in 1872, honoring the 

visit of the Russian Grand Duke Alexi Alexandrovich Romanoff whose imperial colors were yellow, 

black and white. The colors that we now associate with Mardi Gras were chosen that same year by the 

Krewe of Rex Organization: purple for justice, green for faith, gold for power.  An alternate story 

suggests that the colors were chosen by the Grand Duke himself, in recognition of a citrus-based 

drink he introduced to New Orleans during his visit, which included lemons, limes and dark purple 

tonics. This concoction had been used as a cure for scurvy in the British Navy, although one might 

guess that a bit of celebratory alcohol might have been added to the mix for Mardi Gras...or for Purim 

for that matter! 

  

Shabbat Shalom! 


