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Guiding Texts 
 

 הל אנרדהמ לארשימ הרות אחכתשמ יא ו"ח תיצנימ אק ידיד ידהב אייח 'רל אנינח 'ר היל רמא אייח 'רו אנינח 'ר וצנימ ווה יכ
 אנידשו אנילזא אנדיבע יאמ לארשימ חכתשת אלד הרותל ידבעד תיצנימ אק ידיד ידהב אנינח 'רל אייח 'ר היל רמא ילופליפמ
 אנירקמו אתמל אנקילסו ישמוח השמח אנבתכו אתליגמ אנכיראו ימתיל והיירשב אנליכאמו יבט אנדייצו יבשינ אנלידגו אנתיכ
 ידבעו ידדהא ונתאו ידדהא ורקא אניתאו אנרדהד דע והל אנרמאו ירדס אתיש יקוני אתיש אנינתמו ישמוח השמחב יקוני השמח
 לארשימ חכתשת אלד הרותל הל

 
When Rabbi Ḥanina and Rabbi Ḥiyya would debate matters of Torah, Rabbi Ḥanina would say to 
Rabbi Ḥiyya: Do you think you can debate with me? Heaven forbid! If the Torah were forgotten 
from the Jewish people, I could restore it with my powers of analysis and intellectual acumen. Rabbi 
Ḥiyya said to Rabbi Ḥanina: Do you think you can debate with me? You cannot compare yourself to 
me, as I am acting to ensure that the Torah will not be forgotten by the Jewish people. Rabbi Ḥiyya 
elaborated: What do I do to this end? I go and sow flax seeds and twine nets with the flax, and then I 
hunt deer and feed their meat to orphans. Next, I prepare parchment from their hides, and I write 
the five books of the Torah on them. I go to a city and teach five children the five books, one book 
per child, and I teach six other children the six orders of the Mishna, and I say to them: Until I 
return and come here, read each other the Torah, and teach each other the Mishna. This is how I act 
to ensure that the Torah will not be forgotten by the Jewish people (Bava Metziah 85b:5-7).1 
 

  .םירחאל ןקתל ןיליפת ןוקית 'ה יאריל דמלמ ןוגכ םיברה תא הכזמה הז דעל תדמוע ותקדצו
 
‘And his merit stands forever’ (Psalm 112:3). This refers to one who brings merit upon the community, 
for instance he teaches the God-fearing the correct preparation of tefillin enabling them to assist others 
(Sefer Hasidim 65). 
 

 ןוּנּיאִ לכָּ הּימֵּקַ בתַּכְמִלְ ,האָלָּעִ אכָּלְמַ דיקִפָּ ןידֵכְּ ,אשָׁידִּקַ אכָּלְמַ ימֵּקַ הּילֵעָ דיהִסְאַוְ ,אלָּיעֵלְ אקָלְּסַ אשָׁידִּקַ אחָוּר אוּההַ ןידֵכְּ  
 א"דכ .וֹמשְׁ יבֵשְׁוֹחלְוּ יאמַ .וֹמשְׁ יבֵשְׁוֹחלְוּ 'יָיְ יאֵרְיִלְ וינָפָלְ ןוֹרכָּזִ רפֶסֵ בתֵכָּיִּוַ ד"הה ,הּימֵּקַ ןעָדְוֹמתְּשְׁאִדְּ ןוּנּיאִ לכָּ ,הּילֵכָיהֵ ינֵבְּ
 אתָוּנמָוּא .ןוֹהתְבַיתִכְוּ ןוֹהיעֵוּצרְבִּ ןוֹהיתֵּבָבְּ ,ןילִּיפִתְדִּ אתָוּנמָוּא ,אלָּכֹבְּ אתָוּנמָוּא ,הּימֵשְׁלִ ןידִּבְעַדְּ ןוּנּיאִ ,תוֹבשָׁחֲמַ יבֵשְׁוֹחוְ
תוֹבשָׁחֲמַ יבֵשְׁוֹחוְ ביתִכְוּ .וֹמשְׁ יבֵשְׁוֹח ןוּנּיאִ ןילֵּאִוְ .הזָוּזמְדִּ אתָוּנמָוּא .אתָּלְכֶתְדִּ אטָוּחבְּ ןוֹהיטֵוּחבְּ ,תיצִיצִדְּ   

 
That Holy Spirit then rises up and testifies before the Holy King. The supernal King then commands 
to write before Him all His household members, all those known before Him. This is the meaning of, 
‘and a book of remembrance was it is written before Him for those who feared Hashem and took heed 
of His name’ (Malachi 3:16). Who are those who ‘took heed of His name’? They are as those in, ‘and 
those who devise artistic work’ (Shemot 35:35). HERE TOO, those who do for His name works of art 
in any way – the art of the tefillin, their compartment and straps and writing them, the art of the tzitzit, 
their threads, the blue thread, and the art of the mezuzah. These are those who ‘took heed of His 
name,’ as in ‘devise artistic work’ (Zohar, Ve’etchanan). 
 
  

 
1 Unless otherwise stated, all translations are drawn from Sefaria (or have been produced by the author). 
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Orientation to the Work 
 
I come from a long line of carpenters and watchmakers, and, despite many years of academic 

counterconditioning, I am truly a tinkerer at heart. Early on, tinkering was a means of safe cross-gender 

expression. Later, it was a way to pay my way through school. In my adult life, and in my work as a 

rabbi, I tinker while I teach as I work to repair the world. And while tinkering is almost always a 

spiritual experience (and has, at the very least, a spiritual dimension), tinkering with tefillin is prayer.  

 
Gratitude 
 
I have accumulated a great many debts in the course of this work. I owe a particular debt of gratitude to 

my thesis advisor, Dr. Abraham J. Berkovitz, who has consistently conveyed a spirit of openness, 

curiosity, and adventure with respect to this project and who has been a quiet source of support and 

encouragement (even when things got gross!). I would also like extend my sincere appreciation to Matt 

Gaoia, who hunts honorably and with great skill; to Pallu Tenney for introducing me to Matt (and 

sparing me from the hunt); to R. Linda Motzkin for her chutzpah and for teaching me to flesh a deer; to 

R. Yael Romer for patiently and repeatedly listening to me fret about one thing or another; to Travis for 

his unwavering friendship (and for reminding me to live a little); to my family for willingly enduring 

that which only love could (and for putting up with all the carcasses); and, to Harold, as always, for 

loving Maude. 

 
Proposal 
 
The goal of this project is to engage in a dual course of study (one text-based, one skills-based) and, in 

bringing text-based learning to bear on skills-based practice, a) to engage in processes necessary to the 

production of a halachically sound, ritually viable set of tefillin (from beginning to end in the manner 

described in Bava Metziah 85b:4-7, above); and b) produce a detailed guide to the production of tefillin 
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that includes detailed instructions for how to replicate the process of making tefillin and/or teaching 

others to make them. Whereas ritual objects feature significantly in Reform Jewish practice, few Reform 

Jews are engaged in the design/production of ritual items. Fewer still are queer or trans. It is as such 

(and as I follow R. Motzkin’s lead) that I intend to be among the first queer/trans/Reform Jews to make 

this mark. 

 
Medium 
 
Skin. Also, ink.  
 
 
A Few Words 
 
In a world spoken into being, Jewish existence is essentially textual, and Jews are a people formed, as 

sediment forms stone, through pressure over time with words and who, in the molten flow of history, 

memory and story, have what to say. 

 
ןיליפת  Tefillin 

 
From the Hebrew/Aramaic, tefillin are a product of Jewish material and ritual culture that blur the lines 

between performance and prayer and that through the ‘embodiment’ of text, imbue both the object – a 

pair of small leather boxes containing passages from the Torah according to rabbinic convention – and 

it’s user, traditionally men, with holiness.2 Though commonly associated with post-Temple rabbinic 

Judaism, Yehuda Cohn asserts that the practice of wearing tefillin is an ‘invention’ of the late-Second 

Temple period, one that likely emerged in response to Jewish encounters with Hellenism and with Greek 

folk-rituals (2008, 2). Though later differentiated, Cohn likens tefillin (and the Jewish practice of 

 
2Though regarded as a ‘ritual unit’, there is some debate about whether mitzvah tefillin shel yad and mitzvah tefillin shel rosh 
are separate, independent commandments or if they are interdependent commandments. That one is instructed to recite 
‘lehaniah tefillin’ on the tefillin shel yad and ‘al mitzvat tefillin’ on the tefillin shel rosh suggests that they might have 
developed as independent practices that were later combined. 
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‘wearing words’) to the Hellenistic use of amulets to instantiate the divine that, like tefillin, functioned 

as prayers (2008, 145). It was, according to Cohn, only later that the halachot of tefillin, and the practice 

of wearing and/or writing tefillin was attributed l’Moshe m'Sinai (a designation, Cohn notes, that both 

served and sanctified rabbinic authority vis-a-vis Jewish ritual and prayer). 

Halachah allows for multiple, different processes in the design and construction of tefillin resulting in 

the stratification of tefillin into multiple different categories including peshutim, which are formed by 

gluing several pieces of hide into a single piece; peshutim mehudarim, which are formed from one piece 

of hide that is cut and folded like origami and later glued; dakkot, which are formed by stretching a thin 

layer of hide over a thicker base layer; and gassot (or ohr echad) which are made from a single, thick 

piece of hide that is stretched, folded and squared.  

Though all four categories of tefillin meet the minimum halachic standard, gassot tefillin are of a higher 

quality than peshutim or dakkot tefillin. And while one is not required to purchase gassot tefillin, one is 

required, according to the principle of hiddur mitzvah, to elevate their practice by spending ‘up to a 

third’ of the total cost of a less expensive pair of tefillin on a pair of tefillin that if of a higher quality 

(Bava Kamah 9b; Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 656:1; Mishnah Berurah 37:4).  

 

תוכלה  Halachot  

ףלקה לע ןיבתכנ ויהישו וידב ןתוא ןיבתוכש  
 
There are ten halachot transmitted l’Moshe m’Sinai regarding the production of tefillin, including that 

they be written in ink; and that they be written on parchment (Mishneh Torah 1:3).  

 
 ןימימ ן״יש תרוצ שאר לש רועב היהישו .תווש תויוז עברא ןהל היהיש דע עוברב ןנוסכלאו .עוברב ןתריפת ןכו .תועברמ ויהיש
 .ןידיגב ןתוא ןירפות ויהישו .ןהיתבב ןסינכמ ךכ רחאו .תילטמה לעמ רעשב ןתוא ךרכישו .תילטמב תוישרפה ךרכישו .לאמשמו
 .תורוחש תועוצרה ויהישו .הלש רבות ךותב תכלוהו תרבוע אהתש דע העוצרה הב סנכתש יופחה רועמ תרבעמ ןהל ןישועשו
  .ת״לד תרוצכ עודי רשק ןהלש רשקה היהישו
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Additional requirements include:  
 

that [the batim] are sewn closed in a square, and that all four angles, including the diagonals, are 
equal; 

 

that the skin of the [tefillin shel rosh] is embossed with a shin on both its right and left sides; 
 

that the parshiot be wrapped in klaf;  
 

that a hair be wound around the klaf covering each parshiot before they are placed in their 
respective compartments; 
 

that [the batim] be sewn [closed] with sinews [giddin] rendered from a ritually pure source; 
 

that the skin compartment in which [the parshiot] are placed should have a place for the straps to 
pass through so that they can be moved through the [tefillin’s] handle; 
 

that the retzuos/straps are black; 
 

that the knot with which [the straps] are knotted be formed like a dalet (Mishneh Torah 3:1). 
 
 
Gender 
 

 ,יוג ,רוסמו ,ןימ ןבתכש תוזוזמו ןילפת ,הרות רפס :אינורשפמ אברד הירב אנונמה בר ינתד ,אוה אנת יאה – ״זנגי״ אינתד אה
 לכו ,הביתכב ונשי הרישקב ונשיש לכ – ״םתבתכו״–״םתרשקו״ :רמאנש ;ןילוספ – דמושמ לארשיו ,יתוכו ,ןטקו ,השא ,דבעו

  .הביתכב וניא הרישקב וניאש
 
And that which is taught in a baraita, which said that it should be interred, is the opinion of this 
tanna, as Rav Hamnuna, son of Rava of Pashronya, taught: A Torah scroll, tefillin, or mezuzot that 
were written by a heretic or an informer, a gentile or a slave, a woman or a minor, or a Samaritan 
or a Jewish apostate, are unfit, as it is stated: And you shall bind them as a sign on your hand…and 
you shall write them on the doorposts of your house (Devarim 6:8-9). From this juxtaposition, one can 
derive the following: Anyone who is included in the mitzvah of binding the tefillin, i.e., one who is both 
obligated and performs the mitzvah, is included in the class of people who may write Torah scrolls, 
tefillin, and mezuzot; but anyone who is not included in the mitzvah of binding is not included in the 
class of people who may write sacred texts. This baraita equates the halachah of a Torah scroll written 
by a gentile to the halachah of Torah scrolls written by these other types of people, which are interred 
(Gittin 45b:6; see also Keset HaSofer 21:2). 
 
Whereas only those who are bound by the mitzvah of tefillin are permitted to write tefillin (and women 

are exempt), it is argued that women are prohibited from writing tefillin. A number of questions have, 

however, been raised regarding the nature/designation of the mitzvah of tefillin as a positive, time-bound 

commandment that is incumbent only on men, including: 
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whether the mitzvah of tefillin is rightly considered a timebound commandment and if, therefore, 
women are in fact exempt (Kiddushin 34a-35a);  
 

whether women are expressly exempt from the mitzvah of tefillin or if women are exempt from 
tefillin as an extension of and by association with their exemption from Torah study (Kiddushin 
1:11);  
 

why women are permitted in the production of other ritual items that they are not obligated to use 
(tzitzit, lulav, sukkah) but not tefillin; 
 

why women are obligated to perform the mitzvah of mezuzah but are not permitted to write mezuzah; 
 

why those who are not initially obligated to the mitzvah of tefillin or who are temporarily exempt 
from the mitzvah of tefillin can assume/resume the responsibility, including converts, slaves who 
have been freed, bridegrooms, mourners and, ironically, sofrim, but women are still somehow 
prohibited (Sukkot 26a; Berakhot 3:1)3; 
 

also, what’s a woman?  
 

and, what about transmen?  
 
Ultimately, questions regarding who is obligated to wear and who, therefore, is permitted to write tefillin 

are complicated by binary conceptions of gender (and even further complicated by non-binary 

conceptions of gender). And while a lot of rabbinic ink has been spilled trying to situate non-binary 

bodies within a binary system (and the classification of humans has never been a politically neutral act), 

rabbinic attempts to regulate diversity according to a binary (and to force congruence between sex and 

gender by establishing legal codes that modify rather than reflect reality), were not political; they were 

practical. Indeed, the rabbis’ primary interest was in how people functioned legally in relation to 

halachah and when (specifically when) non-binary bodies were to be considered male and when female.  

 
Is a man who has relations with an androgyne (who is in some ways like a man) in violation of the laws 

of Leviticus? (Yevamot 83b). What is the ritual status of a priest whose fruit has been cut or culled or 

who’s figs are diseased or disfigured? (Yevamot 8:2). Is an aylonit, who is ‘like a woman’ but also ‘like 

a ram’ obligated to marry their brother’s widow should he die childless? (Ketubbot 11a; Yevamot 8:4). 

 
3Rabbi Hananiya ben Akiva says that anyone involved in the work of heaven, including writers of sefarim, tefillin, and 
mezuzot, their dealers, and their dealers, including people who make tekhelet, are exempt from kriat shema, tefillah, and 
tefillin (ref). 
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Are tumtumim, who’s fruit [read: genitalia] is confusing or concealed or not-yet-ripe and who’s halachic 

status is uncertain, required to observe commandments from which women are exempt (but to which 

men are obligated), including, for example, tefillin? Which mikveh should he/she/they use? 

 
הווקמ  Mikveh  

תודדובתהב בותכלו ירקמ רוהט היהיש רהזי רפוס לכש ןוכנ הזבו   
 
[I]t is true that every writer should be careful to be pure and to write in solitude (Aruch HaShulchan 
32:42).  
 
Though not halachically mandated, it is the custom of many sofrim to toivel in the mikveh  

prior to writing sofer STaM4. Given, however, the reality of trans erasure in gendered Jewish spaces, 

including mikveh, where binary conceptions of gender are rigidly enforced and bodies that are fluid, in 

flux or that have been modified are unaccounted for, toiveling in the mikveh is not always comfortable or 

safe for trans/genderqueer Jews. Fortunately, I know a guy (where, on the Lower East Side, knowing a 

guy is a kind of currency) and the guy owns the local Ritualarium. Fortunately, the guy knows that 

gendered Jewish spaces, including spaces sanctified for use by Jews as part of Jewish ritual, are often 

inaccessible to Jews with non-binary bodies (unless, of course, you have the keys!).  

 
 

4 STaM is a shorthand abbreviation of sifrei Torah, tefillin, mezuzah and megillah; the texts most commonly written by 
sofrim. 
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ףלק  Klaf 
 
Tefillin are cut of the same cloth/klaf as the Torah. As such, and according to the halachot l’Moshe 

m’Sinai, the parshiot shel tefillin are, like sifrei Torah, to be written on the contact (or fleshy) side of a 

hide derived from a kosher animal (even one rendered unfit due to neveilah or treifah) that has been de-

pilled, scraped and sanded smooth lishmah (kedushat tefillin) – for the express purpose of making tefillin 

(Keset HaSofer 2:1; 2:8; 2:4; 2:10) Though the animal need not have been shechted (ritually slaughtered 

according to the laws of kashrut), the following kavanah, which stipulates the provisional and/or 

conditional use of the klaf for items of both higher and lower levels of sanctity, ought to stated aloud 

prior to processing the hide: 

 
 וא ןיליפתל תונשל הצרא םאש הנתמ ינאו דיסה ךיתל םתוא םישא ינא הז םשלו הרות רפס תשודק םשל דבעמ ינא ילא תורוע
 ידיב תושדה היהי םיתבל וא הזוזמל

 
‘These skins I process for the sanctity of sefer Torah and for that I will put them in a bag of lime and I 

offer that if I want to change to tefillin or to mezuzah or to batim, the pedals are in my hands’ 

 
Whereas some authorities maintain that there’s a spiritual advantage to using the hide of a shlil (an 

unborn fetus) for rendering klaf, the hides of newly born calves are more commonly used. Though the 

processing of hides into klaf is permitted to non-Jews, Keset HaSofer 2:5 stipulates that the work, which 

begins by soaking the hide in a mix of water and hydrated lime, is best done by Jews, even if only in a 

supervisory capacity. Once the hide has been removed from the limewash, the hair is removed, and the 

skin is stretched, scraped, dried and sanded. Once dry, klaf designated for use in sifrei Torah is cut and 

scored (using an awl rather than a leaded marking tool), according to the halachah l’Moshe m’Sinai 

which requires that sirtut or scored lines be drawn as a guide for the written text (Keset HaSofer 3:5). 

Sirtut are not required for klaf designated for tefillin, save for the uppermost line (and, according to 

some, the bottom and sides as well), which are required for straightness. Though not required, it is 
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nevertheless the practice of many sofrim to score the klaf designated for tefillin shel rosh with 4 sirtut 

and the klaf designated for tefillin shel yad with 7 sirtut.  

 
Materials 
 

Deer hides (x5) 
Hydrated lime 
Barrels (x2) 
Buckets (x2) 
Tarps 
Hide Stretcher 
Twine 
Sandpaper 
Water 

 
Process 
 
Once hunted, the deer is eviscerated, and its organs removed. Once disembowel or ‘dressed’, the deer is 

splayed, stretched, and suspended, typically from a high branch, in order that its blood might drain. 

Depending on the outside temperature (cooler is better), the carcass remains suspended until butchered 

which, as a matter of food safety, ought to take place within a few days of death lest rot set in. 

Butchering an animal for food is a skilled undertaking that requires both a sharp knife and a strong 

stomach. It also requires precision. Butchering, when done well, is an art. It’s also a bloody mess. 

 
Whereas butchering a deer requires first that the hide be completely removed, fleshing a deer is a 

separate, albeit related, process that involves scraping the contact (or fleshy) side of the hide with a 

drawknife (or, in my case, with a power washer) in order that any remaining fat or muscle tissue be 

removed prior to be submerged in the limewash (which helps prevent fat from staining the skin). Once 

fleshed, the hide is ready for tanning. Though not a uniform practice, tanning lishmah, for purpose of 

rendering klaf, requires that the hide soak in a mix of water and hydrated lime for …some amount of 
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time or, more specifically, until the hair begins to fall out and can be easily removed.5 What follows is a 

process of scraping, stretching, and sanding that, with work, renders the hide smooth, flat, and dry. It is 

at this point in the process, once the klaf has been fully rendered, that one is forced to consider the fatal 

wound that felled the deer and the sad fact that klaf making cost the deer it’s life. 

 
Reflection 
 
I’m not sure it mattered much to the deer; the deer was dead. And dead is dead. But it mattered to me. It 

mattered to me that Matt hunted with a bow and arrow and not with a rifle. It seemed to me a kinder 

death. Quieter, maybe? Surely deer hear and are startled by the shot that kills them, which just feels 

cruel. I understand, of course, that a well-placed arrow will, depending on one’s aim, rip a deer’s heart 

and/or lungs apart, killing it instantly, if violently. But a gunshot terrorizes the deer before tearing its 

body apart. Dead is dead, but there are gentler ways to die. The truth is, I was just glad to have met a 

hunter who wasn’t a wingnut sportsman but sensitive soul who honored the life he took, who received 

with gratitude the gift that would feed his family, and who returned to the earth any part of that gift that 

he couldn’t eat or otherwise make us of. Truth is, I was glad that I didn’t have to hunt or dress the 

animal myself! I did, of course, have a hand in butchering it. A truly gruesome, but highly instructive 

exercise. Given the industrialization of food production (and the distance between urban dwellers and 

rural food sources), one could conceivably be a carnivore their entire life without ever participating in 

the field-to-table process of dismembering an animal for its meat. Of course, one could also forego meat 

or choose only to eat meat that was hunt (or shechted) and prayed for. Indeed, one could stay for dinner 

and eat the deer that was flayed before them, the invitation is open. But…is it kosher? 

 
 

 
5 Some processors will ‘cure’ their hides with salt prior to tanning in order to slow rot and extend their working time when 
making klaf. Klaf that is rendered from hides that have not been salted, but that are tanned lishmah is called zissy klaf or 
sweet klaf.  



 13 

 
 
 
 
 
 

            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 14 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 15 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

      
 
    
                    



 16 

     



 17 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

          
 
             
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 18 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 19 

 
 
 
 

    
 

    
 
 
 
 



 20 

םיסומלוק  Kulmusim 
 

 וישרש ןיאו ,ףילחמ ועזג ןיאו ,םימ םוקמב דמוע וניא הז זרא המ ,״םימ ילע םיזראכ״ :רמאנש ,זראב ןכריב עשרה םעלב לבא
 ותכפוהו ותרקוע — תימורד חור וב הבשנש ןויכ .ומוקממ ותוא תוזיזמ ןיא — וב תובשונ םלועבש תוחורה לכ וליפא .ןיבורמ
םיבותכו םיאיבנ הרות רפס וב בותכל סומלוק ונמיה לוטיל הנק הכזש אלא דוע אלו .וינפ לע  

 
‘A man should always be flexible as the reed and let him never be unyielding as the cedar. And for this 
reason, the reed merited that of it should be made a pen for the writing of the Torah, tefillin and 
mezuzot’ (Taanit 20a:15). 
 
Though the reed is superior to the feather as an analog for human behavior, the feather is superior to the 

reed when writing sofer STaM (Keset HaSofer 3:6; 3:16). And while some, mostly Sephardi, sofrim 

continue to use of reeds for writing, leading-edge feathers (of turkeys or other kosher birds) are more 

commonly used. Ultimately, and as a matter of priority, one’s kulmus should be well-formed. To this 

end, it is common practice among sofrim to test their kulmusim by writing and erasing the name Amalek 

– who ‘happened upon’ the Israelites as they made their m’mitzrayim (and whose memory is to be 

forgotten) – several times prior to engaging in STaM projects; a practice that helps ensure that one’s 

kulmus is functioning properly and that reduces the risk of profaning the divine name. 

 
Materials  
 

Turkey wing  
Razor blade (single/double-sided) 
Water 
Wire brush 
 

 
Process 
 
Whereas many sofrim use a heat process to cure/harden their kulmusim prior to cutting, others prefer a 

wet cut. Either way, rendering a feather fit for a kulmus requires that it be stripped (of its sheath, plumes, 

and barbs), cleaned, scraped, hollowed, trimmed and shaped. More specifically, preparing a kulmus for 

writing sofer STaM requires first that the wing of the source bird be dismembered, that the primary or 
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flight feathers be identified, and that any connective tissue be removed. Once removed, preparing the 

feather for writing requires: 

(if using a wet process) that the tip be soaked and severed; 
 

that a diagonal cut (about 2.5cm in length) be made from the upper wall toward the severed tip;  
 

that a second, deeper cut (about 1.5cm in length) be made from the middle position of the first cut 
down to the tip;  
 

that any extraneous tissue be removed from the hollow; 
 

that the tip be split down the middle; 
 

that the tip be cut angling left. 
 
 
Reflection 
 
Turkeys are birds. Birds are dinosaurs. Turkeys are …dinosaurs? Or maybe they’re dragons? Judging by 

their feet, turkeys could easily be dragons. Only I imagine dragons to be quite smart (and turkeys are 

easily fooled). When told of the hunt that killed the turkey whose wing I dismembered for its flight 

feathers (and from which I carved my kulmus), I was surprised and saddened to learn that the hunter had 

lured the turkey into the open by mimicking its mating call and that the bird had strutted confidently into 

range of the hunter’s arrow believing that what awaited him was love (only to be met with death). Such 

betrayal must incur some kind of debt (to love?) or, at the very least, toughens the meat. Given the 

proximity of a turkey’s flight feathers to its heart and that the tips of turkey feathers dip into the turkey’s 

bloodstream (before being dipped by the sofer into dyo), one wonders if this betrayal seeps into the text 

when writing sofer STaM. 
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ויד  Dyo 
 
Rabbi Judah said in the name of Samuel who quoted Rabbi Meir: When I was learning from Rabbi 

Akiva, I used to add vitriol to the ink [used to write a Torah scroll] and he said nothing to me. When I 

came to Rabbi Ishmael, he said to me: Son, what is your profession? I said to him: I am a scribe. He 

said: Son, be careful in your work, for your work is the work of Heaven. If you leave out a single letter 

or add in an extra letter, you destroy the entire world. I said to him: I have something called vitriol, 

which I put into the ink. He said to me: Do they place vitriol into their ink? Did not the Torah say 

(Numbers 5:23) ‘And wrote and erased’ – writing which can be erased (Eruvin 13a). 

 
Ink used to write STaM need not be prepared lishmah (Keset HaSofer 3:3), but is required to be 

prepared in such a way that is it both lasting and erasable (Sotah 2:4).6 Likewise, according to Niddah 

20a and, later, Maimonides Mishneh Torah (Laws of Tefillin 1:4-5), the color of STaM ink is invariably 

black.7 Though the exact composition of dyo is a matter of some debate, this balance, between 

lastingness and erasability is maintained by using a combination of gallnuts and vitriol (in the form of 

iron or copper sulfate) added to a mixture of water, gum arabic and lampblack (Sotah 2:4, 20a; Mishnah 

Shabbat 12:4).8  

 
Materials 
 

Gum arabic 
Gallnuts 
Iron sulphate 
Distilled water  
Honey (as needed) 

 
6 Whereas the Mishnah rules that dyo is an acceptable ink for use in gittin (which must be written in indelible ink), it is 
determined that dyo is lasting and therefore acceptable for use in writing tefillin. There is, however, some concern about its 
erasability. See Gittin 2:3; Shabbat 12:4 for a discussion on ‘invisible ink’ attributed to Rabbi Hiya bar Ava wherein he 
instructs ‘wise men’ who wish to send ‘secret missives to his friends’ to write only with gallnut juice and in which he advises 
those in receipt of such missives to expose the letter to ferrous sulfate (rusty water) such that it is absorbed into ‘the place of 
the writing’ and the words of the letter are revealed. 
7 See also Mishneh Torah (Laws of Tzitzit), 2:2; Mishneh Torah (Laws of Shechitah) 7:17. 
8 See also Megillah 2:2; Gittin 2:3. 
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Lamp black  
Beeswax candle 
Collection spoon (brass) 
Collection jar (glass) 
Razor  

Iron crucible 
Bunsen Burner 
Mortar and Pestle 
Kitchen Scale 
Chemistry glass (cylinders, flasks, etc.) 
Gloves/safety goggles 
Respirator 
Paper filters 
Wooden stir sticks 
Storage container (glass) 

 
 
Recipe (adapted from Keset HaSofer 3:1) 
 

3gm gumy-rabik (gum arabic) 
3gm afatsim (gallnuts, crushed) 
1gm kankantum (vitriol/iron sulphate) 
60ml water 
Lamp black (rendered/collected from burning beeswax) 
Honey, as needed (for flow) 
Sunlight 

 
 
Process 
 

crush gallnuts into a fine powder using a mortar and pestle;  
 

add 40ml boiling water; 
 

cook/reduce on an open flame; 
 

filter the tannic acid extract; 
 

add powdered green vitriol; 
 

add gum arabic to 20 ml of hot water; 
 

filter, shake; 
 

expose to the sun for 7 days. 
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Reflection 
 
Whereas lampblack is a by-product of a lit candle, the ‘darkness’ that colors dyo is drawn from the light, 

(but is black, nonetheless). Similarly, when added to a gallnut reduction, vitriol – bitterness – renders 

dyo indelible. What business do darkness and/or bitterness have in the writing of sifrei Torah or of 

tefillin? The Torah, of course, contains all things. But how are we to reconcile that the Torah itself is, in 

part, made with darkness or that words of Torah are saturated with vitriol?  

 
It was while lost in thoughts such as these that my initial attempt to manufacture dyo resulted in a minor 

explosion. It had occurred to me to check the temperature rating of the glassware that I intended to use. 

What had not occurred to me was that there’s a difference between direct and indirect heat and what 

effect an open flame might have on non-tempered glass. I had, of course, been warned (by Jeffrey, an 

actual scientist), that my makeshift workstation fell short OSHA standards and would fail a safety 

inspection. Still, though I lack even the most basic understanding of science (or scientific safety, for that 

matter), I have faith. And while the glass did shatter (which was messy and terrifying) my faith is firmly 

intact. Philosophy, poetry, theology… it’s all part of the work. So too is chemisty! 
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תוישרפ  Parshiot 
 
The form, content, and process of writing sifrei Torah, mezuzot, Megilat Esther and parshiot shel tefillin 

are delineated in the Keset HaSofer, the compendium of laws for safrut written and published by R. 

Shlomo Ganzfried (1835). Widely referenced as a legal ‘style’ guide for sofrim, the Keset HaSofer 

stipulates:  

that parshiot shel tefillin are to be written lishmah המשל  (4:1) on the contact surface of the klaf (see 
also Menachot 32a); 
 
though not halachically required, that parshiot shel tefillin are to be written in reference to a tikkun 
(4:5) or, according to Keset HaSofer 4:8, read aloud while writing;  
 

that only those whose are Hebrew literate are permitted to write parshiot shel tefillin (4:9); 
 
that according to the principle of hiddur mitzvah, the parshiot shel tefillin ought to be written in an 
attractive manner (ktav tam) on klaf without holes using the ktav ashuri, the font thought to have 
been used by Moshe on the luchos and in the sifrei Torah (7:1; 20:5)9;  
 

that disputes regarding the clarity/validity of the text are to be adjudicated by a child (6:1-4) 
 

that there is to be to a space between each letter (that it is forbidden for the letters of the parshiot to 
touch) (7:1);   
 

that the parshiot shel tefillin are to be written in a particular order, though there is some debate about  
which order is correct (9:1; 9:9; 20:1; 20:8; 26)10; 
 

that the divine name is to be written kedushat hashem (with kavanah) and never erased, not even in 
part (10; 11; 12)11;  
 

that the four parshiot of the bayit shel rosh are to be written on one piece of klaf, whereas the four 
parshiot of the bayit shel yad are to be written either on one piece of klaf or on four separate pieces 
that have been stitched together (20:2);  
 

that the lines of each parshiot are right justified (20:2); 
 

 
9 See Shabbos 104a; Yerushalmi Megillah 1:1; Sanhedrin 21-22. Additional fonts include the Ashkenazic script Beit Yosef 
which, ironically, was codified by Yosef Karo, a Sephardic Jew (and author of the Shulchan Aruch) and the Ktav Ari, codified 
by the kabbalist R. Yitzchak Luria. 
10According to Menachot 34b, the order in which the parshiot are to be scribed corresponds to their sequence in the Torah. 
According to Rabbeinu Tam, Vehaya im precedes Shema. There is also some debate about which parshiot one ought to write 
first, the tefillin shel yad or the tefillin shel rosh (Keset HaSofer 20:8; 26). 
11 The Aruch HaShulchan instructs sofrim to take considerable care when preparing to write the divine name and suggests 
that in advance of writing sofrim take ink into their kulmusim and either write or fix a letter in need of correction before 
sanctifying the ink for The Name (32:42).  
 



 39 

that there is to be a space the height of a lamed left at the top the klaf and the length of a tzadi at the 
bottom of the klaf when writing and that there a space be left between each parshah of the tefillin 
shel rosh that is equal to two tets (20:4); 
 

that Kadesh, Vehaya ki, and Shema are all written at the beginning of the line and that, for Kadesh 
and Vehaya ki, a gap of 9 letters be left at the end (20:6); 
 

that a space of 9 letters is left before writing Vehaya im (20:6). 
 
Once complete, the parshiot are to be inserted upright – with the margins positioned toward the top of 

the housing – into the batim in the order that they appear in the Torah (Kadeish, Vehaya ki, Shema, 

Vehaya im) and in which they were written (Keset HaSofer 26:3). Prior to inserting the parshiot into the 

batim, they should be checked for accuracy. Each parshah is then rolled from end/left to beginning/right, 

wrapped with a hair from a ritually pure animal, covered in klaf, and wrapped again (with an additional 

hair) (Keset HaSofer 26:1). It is the custom of many sofrim to use the hair of a calf’s tale in symbolic 

atonement for the sin of the egel zahav, the golden calf. These hairs must protrude from the base of the 

titura (of the tefillin shel rosh) and be visible alongside either the Kadeish compartment or the Vehaya 

im compartment. According to the Zohar (Parshah Pekudei 330-332), these hairs are left visible in order 

that nefarious forces might feel included in the mitzvah/acts of holiness (and to reduce the likeliness that 

they will cause harm). It is halachah l’Moshe m’Sinai that the batim be sewn closed with sinews from a 

ritually pure animal, just as sifrei Torah is sewn (Keset HaSofer 26:4), and that the batim be sewn – 

backward and forward, above and below – in the form of a square using a single thread to produce three 

stitches on each side of the four sides of the titura for a total of twelve stitches altogether (Keset HaSofer 

26:6-7). Depending on the category/construction of the tefillin, some argue that the batim are to be glued 

before being sewn, though this appears to be a minority opinion.  
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The parshiot housed in the batim shel tefillin include:  
 
 

Shemot 13:1-10 – Kadeish  
 

־תא רוכז םעה־לא השמ רמאיו אוה יל המהבבו םדאב לארשי ינבב םחר־לכ רטפ רוכב־לכ יל־שדק רמאל השמ־לא הוהי רבדיו
 ביבאה שדחב םיאצי םתא םויה ץמח לכאי אלו הזמ םכתא הוהי איצוה די קזחב יכ םידבע תיבמ םירצממ םתאצי רשא הזה םויה
־תא תדבעו שבדו בלח תבז ץרא ךל תתל ךיתבאל עבשנ רשא יסוביהו יוחהו ירמאהו יתחהו ינענכה ץרא־לא הוהי ךאיבי־יכ היהו
־אלו ץמח ךל הארי־אלו םימיה תעבש תא לכאי תוצמ הוהיל גח יעיבשה םויבו תצמ לכאת םימי תעבש הזה שדחב תאזה הדבעה
 ןורכזלו ךדי־לע תואל ךל היהו םירצממ יתאצב יל הוהי השע הז רובעב רמאל אוהה םויב ךנבל תדגהו ךלבג־לכב ראש ךל הארי
 המימי םימימ הדעומל תאזה הקחה־תא תרמשו םירצממ הוהי ךאצוה הקזח דיב יכ ךיפב הוהי תרות היהת ןעמל ךיניע ןיב

 
Shemot 13:11-16 – Vehaya ki  

 
 היהי רשא המהב רגש  רטפ־לכו הוהיל םחר־רטפ־לכ ךל הנתנו ךיתבאלו ךל עבשנ רשאכ ינענכה ץרא־לא הוהי ךאבי־יכ היהו
 ךנב ךלאשי־יכ היהו הדפת ךינבב םדא רוכב לכו ותפרעו הדפת אל־םאו השב הדפת רמח רטפ־לכו תרבעהו הוהיל םירכזה ךל
 רוכב־לכ הוהי גרהיו ונחלשל הערפ השקה־יכ יהיו םידבע תיבמ םירצממ הוהי ונאיצוה די קזחב וילא תרמאו תאז־המ רמאל רחמ
 הכדי־לע תואל היהו הדפא ינב רוכב־לכו םירכזה םחר רטפ־לכ הוהיל חבז ינא ןכ־לע המהב רוכב־דעו םדא רכבמ םירצמ ץראב
 םירצממ הוהי ונאיצוה די קזחב יכ ךיניע ןיב תפטוטלו

Devarim 6:4-9 – Shema 
 

 יכנא רשא הלאה םירבדה ויהו ךדאמ־לכבו ךשפנ־לכבו ךבבל־לכב ךיהלא הוהי תא תבהאו דחא  הוהי וניהלא הוהי לארשי עמש
 ויהו ךדי־לע תואל םתרשקו ךמוקבו ךבכשבו ךרדב ךתכלבו ךתיבב ךתבשב םב תרבדו ךינבל םתננשו ךבבל־לע םויה ךוצמ
 ךירעשבו ךתיב תוזזמ־לע םתבתכו ךיניע ןיב תפטטל

Devarim 11:13-21 – Vehaya im  
 

  םכשפנ־לכבו םכבבל־לכב ודבעלו םכיהלא הוהי־תא הבהאל םויה םכתא הוצמ יכנא רשא יתוצמ־לא ועמשת עמש־םא היהו
 ןפ םכל ורמשה תעבשו תלכאו ךתמהבל ךדשב בשע יתתנו ךרהציו ךשריתו ךנגד תפסאו שוקלמו הרוי ותעב םכצרא־רטמ יתתנו
 אל המדאהו רטמ היהי־אלו םימשה־תא רצעו םכב הוהי־ףא הרחו םהל םתיוחתשהו םירחא םיהלא םתדבעו םתרסו םכבבל התפי
 םתרשקו םכשפנ־לעו םכבבל־לע הלא ירבד־תא םתמשו םכל ןתנ הוהי רשא הבטה ץראה לעמ הרהמ םתדבאו הלובי־תא ןתת
 ךמוקבו ךבכשבו ךרדב ךתכלבו ךתיבב ךתבשב םב רבדל םכינב־תא םתא םתדמלו םכיניע ןיב תפטוטל ויהו םכדי־לע תואל םתא
 םימשה ימיכ םהל תתל םכיתבאל הוהי עבשנ רשא המדאה לע םכינב ימיו םכימי וברי ןעמל ךירעשבו ךתיב תוזוזמ־לע םתבתכו
 ץראה־לע

 
Materials 
 

Klaf – as above 
Kulmus – as above 
Dyo – as above 
Inkwell  
Calf’s hair 
Scalpel 
Awl 
Tikkun  
Ruler 
Lightbox 
Tape 
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Process  
 
Once stretched, dried, sanded and cured, preparing klaf for writing STaM projects requires that is be cut 

and scored. While being careful not to leave any extraneous marks, an awl is used (rather than a leaded 

tool) to etch a series of straight/parallel lines into the writing surface of the klaf. The distance between 

lines is, when writing tefillin, determined in part by the size of the batim and, by extension, the 

necessary font size. There is, likewise, a necessary correlation between the distance between the sirtut 

and the size of the kulmus (specifically, the writing tip) as the size of the kulmus should be equal to ¼ of 

the distance between lines. 

 
Reflection 
 
According to the Bavli (Berakhot 55a), Bezalel constructed the mishkhan by combining the letters of the 

Hebrew aleph-bet just as the source of all creation, who separated day from night, used the letters of the 

Hebrew aleph-bet speak the world into being. This same command of the aleph-bet was ascribed to 

Solomon, who is identified as לאיתיא , as one who understands the letters of G-d (Midrash Mishlei on 

Proverbs 30:1), and to Ezra, who drew on the mystical, mathematical character and generative potential 

of the aleph-bet in order to rebuild Solomon’s Temple. If, according to the Bavli, the otiot are a source 

of creation and ongoing revelation (and it is through the aleph-bet that G-d speaks), perhaps writing 

Hebrew is also a means of knowing G-d? There are certainly times when writing sofer STaM that I have 

felt this to be true, like when the ink seems impossibly to float on top of the parchment or when the wet 

letters catch the light and soften the contrast of black fire on white fire. The effect is ethereal, exquisite... 

divine? 

 
Either way, writing the Hebrew aleph-bet in STaM style feels like a sacred task. And, as in prayer, 

repetition, and attention to detail ground me in the work. The Hebrew letter reish (ר) is 3 units wide and 
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3 units high. Should the width of the letter reish measure less than 3 units, one risks confusing it with a 

vav (ו). Should the height of the letter measure less than 3 units, one risks confusing it with a yud (י). 

What’s a unit? It depends. The units vary depending on the cut of the quill and on the space between the 

lines. As a matter of process, however, the difference is nearly imperceptible, a slight of hand measured 

in micro-fractions. Still, when it comes to writing words of Torah, these details, these seemingly 

insignificant details, matter quite a lot. Indeed, tradition dictates that if even one letter in the Sefer Torah 

is of questionable clarity (and could be mistaken for another), the whole work is pasul, invalid.  

 
Just as Hebrew word/letter forms are imbued with divine potential, so too is writing/reading words of 

Torah a means of engaging more deeply with divinity. You see, I struggle with spoken Hebrew. It 

frustrates me. I can’t make sense of words when they’re ‘in the air’. Speak to me in Hebrew and I will 

visualize the words as they would appear written on paper. Not in the sterile fixed-font style of most 

published works, but in the k’tivah tamah of Sefri Torah. Only then can I translate and respond. 

Visualizing words in this way makes for slow conversation. Writing on the other hand allows, indeed 

demands, that I go slow. And it is through the slow, careful consideration of each letter that I come to 

understand each word, including their relationship to the Jewish story overall and, importantly, my place 

in it.12 

 

 

 

 
12 Portions of this section were prepared by the author in an earlier work. 
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תועוצר  Retzuos 
 
The retzuos or straps used to wrap tefillin must be cut lishmah from the hide of a ritually pure animal 

(Keset HaSofer 23:1). According to the halachot l’Moshe m’Sinai, the straps must be blackened lishmah 

using pigment that is also ritually pure (Keset HaSofer 23:3; see Menachot 35a for a more expansive 

ruling on retzuos, including the possibility that tefillin may be tied with green, white, or purple straps). 

Related halachot require that: 
 

the straps for both the tefillin shel rosh and tefillin shel yad not be narrower than a grain of barley 
(Keset HaSofer 23:4);  
 

the straps of the tefillin shel rosh reach to one’s navel or, according to Shimusha Rabba, to their 
circumcision (Keset HaSofer 23:4);  
 

the strap of the tefillin shel yad be long enough that one can tighten it on their bicep, wrap it around 
their arm seven times, reach to their middle finger, wrap three times around their middle finger and 
be tied (Keset HaSofer 23:4);  
 

the form of the knot of the tefillin shel rosh be tied lishmah to look like a dalet and that the knot of 
the tefillin shel yad be tied to look like a yud in order that the dalet and the yud should, when 
considered together with the shin on the tefillin shel rosh, spell Shaddai (Megillah 1:9; Menachot 
35b; Eruvin 97a; Shabbat 62a). 

 
Materials 
 

Hides (prepared, x2) 
Strap cutter 
Paint 
Applicator 
Measuring tape 
 

 
Process 
 
Once painted and dried, retzuos are cut in the round from a single hide using a strap cutter set to the 

desired width.  

 
Reflection 
 
Whereas it has been determined that the optimal width of the retzuos is between 9-11mm, such specifics 

have not been calculated for their length. Indeed, as above, the length of the retzuos for the tefillin shel 
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yad is relative to the size/circumference of one’s arms/hands/fingers and for the tefillin shel rosh, to the 

distance between one’s forehead and their circumcision. And while conditional measures are imprecise 

at best, according to this system, the uncircumcised are without a reference point altogether. 
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םיתב   Batim (in process) 
 
According to the Keset HaSofer, batim shel tefillin are to be made from the hide of a single, ritually pure 

animal that has been processed/tanned lishmah and squared diagonally (21:1; 21:6). Though not 

prescribed, the dimensions of the bayit shel rosh (which is comprised of four compartments clearly 

delineated from the top of the housing to the titura/base) and of the bayit shel yad (which is comprised 

of only one) ought to be designed such that their width matches their length (Keset HaSofer 21:2-3; 

21:6). The proposed dimensions for this project are:  

 
Tefillin Shel Rosh 
Base: 44mm x 11mm 
Bayit: 32mm x 34mm x 31mm 
Titura: 64mm 

 
 

Tefillin Shel Yad 
Base: 46mm x 12mm 
Bayit: 31mm x 33mm x 31mm 
Titura: 63mm 
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It is halachah l’Moshe m’Sinai that a three-armed shin ought to be pulled from the leather on the right 

side of the tefillin shel rosh, that a four-armed shin ought to pulled from the left, and that the lower point 

of each shin should reach to the titura (Keset HaSofer 21:8-9). It is also halachah l’Moshe m’Sinai that 

the maabarta, the channel formed by the tiruta and through which the retzuos are run, be cut from the 

titura (which is left long on one side)  

 
There is some debate regarding whether batim shel tefillin are required to be black (according to 

Maimonides, it is a mitzvah m’Sinai); there are, however, those who argue that tefillin are valid even if 

they are not black (or if the batim were not blackened lishmah). 

 

Materials 
 

Cow hides (x5) 
Barrel 
Bucket 
Water 
Hydrated lime 
Draw knife 
Press 
Hand drill 
Sandpaper 
 

 
Shin plates  
 
Unlike the three-armed shin of STaM, SeMaG explains that when the letter shin was engraved on the 

luchos, the tablets upon which the ten commandments were written, a four-armed shin was required in 

order that a three-armed shin be revealed (Laws of Tefillin 104b). Given the fine detail and exacting 

specifications required for each shin plate to produce a legible letter when pressed, the shin plates are on 

order to be cut using a laser-operated CNC machine. Also, despite my best efforts (and a series of failed 
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attempts to carve and/or cast the plates in brass, steel and resin), I was unable to achieve satisfactory 

results. 

 
Silver needle 
 
Just as Solomon built the temple without use of iron tools and Aaron’s ephod was engraved with the 

names of the twelve tribes using the shamir, the use of iron and steel – from which weapons of war are 

often made – in the production of ritual objects is discouraged, though not prohibited. It is, as such, the 

custom of many sofrim and makers of tefillin to sew the batim closed using a silver or golden needle to 

run the giddin through the titura.  

 
 
Materials 
 

Iron crucible 
Concrete 
Needle form  
Borax 
Silver 
Propane Gas 
Respirator 
 

 
Process 
 
Forging a needle requires, first, that a mold be cast in concrete and that, once set, molten metal be 

poured into the cast. It is important when casting that the mold be set in an iron crucible (or in a 

container that can withstand high/direct heat). It is also important, when smelting source metals that the 

source metal have a high purity rating (and that it is not an alloy). Whereas smelting is the process of 

separating ore from alloys, highly alloyed metal will produce little material of use. And so it is that I 

learned that the silver bangles I bought while travelling in India years ago (and that I had sacrificed to 

this project) were made mostly of pewter.  
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Paint 
 
As noted, there is some debate about whether batim shel tefillin are required to be black. Though not 

stated explicitly, Maimonides asserts batim are to be painted black as an extension of the halachic 

requirement that the retzuos be painted black (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 32:40). Others maintain 

that the batim, which are traditionally black, are blackened not as a requirement of halachah, but for the 

purpose of hiddur mitzvah.  

 
Materials 
 

Lampblack 
Shellac 
varnish 

 
 
Process 
 
Once collected, lampblack is added to a reduction of shellac and mineral spirits (or denatured alcohol), 

mixed with shellac and heated. Whereas it is forbidden that anything should stand between the batim 

and the air, one must ensure that the paint is of a consistency that saturates into the hide rather than form 

a film on top of the hide. Achieving the proper consistency requires some willing to experiment and 

is/was a process of trial and error.  

 
A Note About Giddin, Devek and Calf’s hair 

Some of the materials needed for manufacturing tefillin require a high level of training/skill to produce 

but are nevertheless available commercially, including giddin, calf’s hair, and devek (glue). According 

to the halachot l’Moshe m’Sinai, batim shel tefillin are required to be sewn closed using sinews rendered 

from a ritually pure animal (and, when called for, with glue). Likewise, it is halachah m’Sinai that a hair 

be wound around the parshiot before placing them in their respective compartments which, according to 
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the Zohar, is necessary to mollify nefarious forces (Keset HaSofer 17:4; Zohar 2:237b). Materials 

necessary to the construction/completion of batim shel tefillin but that, as above, were not possible to 

make, were sourced from Merkaz HaSofrim. 

  

            
 
 
  
Reflection 
 
Sourcing skins for the batim (which are made from thicker hides than klaf) was perhaps the most 

challenging and emotionally/spiritually fraught part of this project. Whereas cattle are not commonly 

hunted, the primary source of cowhide are meat processors. Farmers and butchers also occasionally deal 

in hides, but rarely as a commercial endeavor. After an exhaustive search, which involved calling 

producers of kosher meat throughout the state and inquiring about the purchase of whole hides, I was 

referred to a small, independent meat processor in Milan, NY whose primary business was butchering 

carcasses for local farmers. Seemingly a one-man operation, the owner welcomed my interest (and the 

extra income) as selling the hides to me at a profit also reduced his waste related costs. And so, I made 

the trip to Milan where I was met first with a display of pro-Trump, anti-gay signage and then toured 
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through the facility where, in a puddle buried deep in the meat cooler, a pile of massive, wet cow skins 

awaited.  

 
“Do you want a bag?” the purveyor asked. Confused as to how I might otherwise package this blood 
puddle into my car, I said yes.  
 
 
That’s when things started to really get gross. Rather than retrieve the bags from where they were stored, 

the purveyor motioned that I should grab a skin and proceeded to drag the bloody hides through the 

processing center and out the back door where, to my horror, the discarded remains of dozens of 

dismembers cows were kept in barrels awaiting collection. Heads, limbs, intestines. I said a prayer but 

vowed also not to return.  

 
So now I had two massive, wet, heavy hides, though I only needed a small fraction of each. In fact, all I 

needed from each hide was roughly one square foot of neck and face skin. What to do with the 

remainder of each hide was a considerable source of concern (and, as someone who lives in an 

apartment in the city) a serious, time-sensitive logical question. Should I bury them? If so, where? Can I 

bring them to an incinerator and have them cremated (as one might with a domestic animal)? Does 

Judaism permit such things? Is there a meaningful difference between the skin of an animal and the 

animal itself? Will sanitation pick up the remains? Does having the remains picked up by sanitation 

honor the animal? I’ll tell you; I don’t know. What I do know is that with precious little time to consider 

the ethical implications of my actions, I decided to build a wooden coffin a genizah?) for each hide, 

which I then submitted to the care of the Director of Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee at 

LaGuardia Community College Vet/Tech Program (of which I am a member) with a request that the 

hides be buried.  
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Process 
 
Having excised from the hide the face and neck portions for use in making batim, I proceeded, as above 

to flesh and tan the skins using a draw knife and a mix of water and hydrated lime. It is in this (wet) 

stage of the process/processing that the project of making batim and of making tefillin overall stands. 
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Next Steps (and other unfinished business) 
 
Final steps in the production of batim shel tefillin include: 
 

reverse engineers a press for shaping/squaring the batim (and for pressing, pulling out and painting 
the shinim); 
 

shaping each batim according to exact specifications re: size and squareness through alternating 
wet/dry processes; 
 

inserting the parshiot into the batim (as above); 
 

hand drilling the holes through which the giddin is threaded (and gluing/sewing the batim closed); 
 

painting the batim black (using the shellac-based paint produced for the retzuos); 
 

tying the retzuos as required by halachah l’Moshe m’Sinai. 
 

 
Once complete, the only thing left to do it pray. 
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Reference Material  
 
Alexander, E. S. 2013. Gender and Timebound Commandments in Judaism. Cambridge University  

Press: Cambridge. 
 

Cohn, Y. Tangled up in Text: Tefillin and the Ancient World. Brown Judaic Studies. Providence, R.I.:  
Brown Judaic Studies, 2008. 

 
Hoffman, E. 1998. The Hebrew Alphabet: A Mystical Journey. Chronicle Books: San Francisco. 
 
Ismar, D. 1990. The Hebrew Letters. Northvale: New Jersey.  
 
Kushner, L. 1990. The Book of Letters: A Mystical Aleph-beit. Jewish Lights Publishing: Vermont. 
 
Maimon, J. 1972. Alphabet, Hebrew in Encyclopedia Judaica, Vol 1. Keter Press: Israel.  
 
Munk, M.  2014. The Wisdom in the Hebrew Alphabet: The Sacred Letters as a Guide to Jewish Deed  

and Thought. Mesorah Publications: Brooklyn, NY. 
 

Pludwinski, I. 2015. Mastering Hebrew Calligraphy. Toby Press: Jerusalem. 
 
 
Source Sheet 
 
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/520007.527?lang=he&with=all&lang2=he 
 
Sofrut Tefillin 
  
Shemot 13:1-10 Arukh HaShulkhan 32:42 
Shemot 13:11-16 Bava Metziah 85b:5-7 
Devarim 6:4-9 Mishneh Torah 1:3 
Devarim11:13-21 Mishneh Torah 3:1 
Shabbat 103b:13-14 Menachot 34b:3-37a:9 
Megillah 18b:13-17 Sukkah 25a:9-25b:5 
Gittin 45b:10 Sukkah 26a:15 
Menachot 28a:6-7 Sukkah 26b:7 
Menachot 32a:11-32b:5 Sukkah 41b:10 
Menachot 29b:6 Sukkah 42a:10 

https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/520007.527?lang=he&with=all&lang2=he
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Menachot 30b:2-3 Berakhot 3:3 
Eruvin 98a:13-14 Berakhot 9b:13 
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Shabbat 28b:2-5 Shabbat 28b:2-5 
Shabbat 23a:5 Shabbat 49a:6 
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Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 31:2 Gittin 45b:9 
Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 285:1 Arakhin 3b:12 
Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 32:8-11 Kiddushin 34a:6 
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