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What is a tallit?
The tallit (also pronounced tallis) is a prayer shawl, the most authentic Jewish garment. It is a 
rectangular-shaped piece of linen or wool (and sometimes, now, polyester or silk) with 
special fringes called "tzitzit" (plural is "tzitziyot")  on each of the four corners.  Most tallitot 
(tallits) have a neckband, called an Atarah, which most often has the blessing one recites 
when donning the tallit, embroidered across it.

Why wear a tallit?
“HaShem said to Moshe: Speak to the Yisraelites and instruct them to make for themselves 
fringes on the corners of their garments throughout the ages; let them attach a cord of blue 
to the fringe at each corner. That shall be your fringe; look at it and recall all the 
commandments of the Lord and observe them, so that you do not follow your heart and 
eyes in your lustful urge. Thus you shall be reminded to observe all My commandments and 
to be holy to your God. I, Hashem, am your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt 
to be your God: I, Hashem your God.”  [B’midbar/Numbers 15:37-41]

“You shall make for yourself tassels on the four corners of your cloak with which you 
cover.”  [Devarim/Deuteronomy 22:12] 

The four cornered garment, or tallit, is also part of the Torah mitzvah (command).  If 
someone has not placed tzitziyot on a four cornered garment, he or she has not fulfilled the 
mitzvah of tzitzit.  According to the Torah, the purpose of this four cornered garment is to 
hold the tzitzit.  The tallit katan (small tallit) is a practical and accepted way to keep the 
command of wearing tzitzit on the four corners of a garment that can be worn every day, all 
day long.  Although there are some that will wear tzitzit on their belt loops, or on other 
locations, or who make a short cut at the bottom side of their shirt...this is NOT a 
recommended practice.  Regardless, the purpose of the tzitzit (according to the Torah) is to 
be a visual reminder to us of God's mitzvot (commandments).  Thus, they should be visible.

Although the tallit katan is worn all day long, the tallit gadol (large tallit) is worn for morning 
prayer, during the week, as well as on Shabbat and other holy days. In much of Judaism it is 
usually not worn for afternoon and evening prayers because of the commandment that one 



should see the tzitzit, which has been interpreted as meaning to be seen by the light of the 
day. But, some wear their tallit during any time of formal prayer.  The Shaliach Tzibur (who 
leads the prayer) usually wears a tallit, as well, even in the afternoon and evening.  The tallit 
gadol is usually also worn on the day of one's wedding, and is wrapped in it at one's death.

Who wears a tallit?
Generally, a Jew (or a convert to Judaism) who has reached the age of majority (in most 
communities, this is 13.) wear a tallit gadol (large tallit). In congregations where a tallit is 
generally worn, you will find a rack of tallitot available for use by visitors near the entrance 
to the sanctuary.  In addition to adults, younger boys under the age of 13 will often wear a 
tallit katan (small tallit).  If a woman or girl wishes to make tzitziyot for herself, this is 
permitted, as long as it is on a four cornered garment that is clearly feminine in both form 
and presentation.  For example, small tzitziyot may be attached to a four cornered head-
covering, or some type of four-cornered apron.  Although is not acceptable for a woman to 
wear a tallit, or a tallit katan, which has traditionally been the garment for a man.

How are the tzitzit tied?
Tying tzitzit is a Jewish art, a form of macrame. A hole is carefully made and reinforced in 
each corner of the tallit. Through each hole, four strands are inserted: three short strands 
and one long strand. The longer stranded is called the shammash and this is the one which is 
used for winding around the others. To tie the tzitzit, line up the four stands so that the 
three of equal length are doubled evenly, and the four strand is lined up at one end with the 
other seven ends. With four strands in one hand, and the other four in the other, make a 
double knot at the edge of the fabric. Then take the shammash and wind it around the other 
seven strands seven times in a spiral motion. Make a second double knot, with four strands 
in one hand (three white & one blue) and four white strands in the other. Then wind the 
shammash around the seven strands eight times and make another double knot. Wind the 
shammash around eleven times and make a double knot. Finally, wind the shammash 
thirteen times around the remaining seven strands and make one final double knot. When 
done correctly, the tzitzit will have 7-8-11-13 winds between the double knots.  You may 
find an instructional video at the following link:  www.torahresource.com/Instruct_Videos.html

What does the 7-8-11-13
 windings pattern mean?
There are a number of wonderful interpretations for this 
pattern of windings.  One interpretation employs 
Gematria, Jewish numerology, which assigns to each 
Hebrew letter a numeric value: aleph is 1, bet is 2, gimmel 
is 3, and so on. In this second interpretation of the 
windings of the Tzitzit, the numbers 7-8-11-13 have special 
meaning: 7+8=15, which in Hebrew is written yod-hay, the 
first two letters of God's name (the Tetragrammaton); 
11=vav+hay, the third and fourth letters of God's name. 
Hence the first three windings "spell" God's holy name. 
Thirteen, the last set of windings, is equivalent in value to 
the word "echad" which means "one." Hence, all four 
windings can be interpreted to say, "God is one."



Yet another interpretation holds that if we take the sum of the first three numbers (7+8+11) 
and equate that with God's name, then the 13 which remain can also be interpreted to reflect 
the 13 attributes of God, as articulated by Moses Maimonides and set to verse in the Yigdal.
But still there is another interpretation, Rashi, a prominent Jewish commentator, bases the 
number of knots on a gematria: the word tzitzit (in its Mishnaic spelling) has the value 600
To this we add the eight strands plus the five knots, totaling 613 in all. According to 
tradition, God gave us 613 mitzvot (commandments) in the Torah. Just looking at the tallit 
with its Tzitzit, therefore, reminds us of the commandments, as the Torah says, "You should 
see them and remember all God's commandments and do them."

Putting On The Tallit
1. Open tallit and hold in both hands so you can see atarah (the collar band on which 
the blessing is often embroidered. 

2. Recite the b'rachah (blessing)

Transliteration:   BA-RUCH  A-TA  A-DO-NAI  E-LO-HAY-NU  ME-LECH  HA-O-LAM  
A-SHER KI-D'SHA-NU  B'MITZ-VO-TAV  V-TZI-VA-NU  L'HI-TA-TAYF  BA-TZI-TZIT.

Translation:   Blessed are you, Lord our God, King of The Universe, which has sanctified us in 
His commandments and commanded us to wrap ourselves in the tzitzit.

3. It is traditional (yet not commanded) to kiss the end of atarah where the last word of the 
blessing is embroidered, and then and beginning where the first word is. 

4. Wrap the tallit around your shoulders, holding it over your head for a moment of private 
meditation. Adjust the tallit so that it comfortably sits on your shoulders.

The blessing before putting on the tallit katan (small tallit) in the morning is as follows:

Transliteration:   BA-RUCH  A-TA  A-DO-NAI  E-LO-HAY-NU  ME-LECH  HA-O-LAM  
A-SHER  KI-D'SHA-NU  B'MITZ-VO-TAV  V-TZI-VA-NU  AL MITZ-VAT  TZI-TZIT.

Translation:   Blessed are you, Lord our God, King of The Universe, which has sanctified us in 
His commandments and commanded us regarding the commandment of tzitzit.

Misc. Customs Of Wearing A Tallit
1.  If you borrow a tallit gadol for a service at a synagogue say the b'rachah (blessing) before 
putting it on.

2.  Don't take the tallit gadol into the bathroom. Many synagogues provide hooks outside the 
door. If you are a wearing a tallit katan under your other garments, do not let the tzitziyot 
touch the toilet or urinal.  If your tallit katan is being worn as an outer garment, remove it 
before entering the bathroom.

3. If you take the tallit off for a short time (eg. to go to the bathroom) you don't need to 
repeat the b'rachah when putting it on again.

4.  When returning the tallit your borrowed carefully fold it and return it to its bag & location.


