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CLERICAL ROBES: DISTINCTION OR
DISHONOR?

A

seasoned traveler and prolific writer, Israel Cohen, commented
wryly, “In matters of assimilation I have found in all my travels
that no Jews are so assimilated as the Rabbis in their professional
garb.”1 In the 1930s, visiting Paris, Cohen was bemused and somewhat
unsettled by the appearance of the spiritual leaders he met. In Paris he
described a vast and lofty synagogue in which:
On the left, in their pews, were the Chief Rabbi of Paris and an assistant
Rabbi, and on the right, in solitary dignity, the Chief Rabbi of France,
with the red ribbon of the Legion of Honor conspicuous on his long
black soutane—all three wearing round flattish hats like French priests.2

Later, having journeyed to Provence, Cohen remarked more caustically concerning the garb of the rabbi he encountered in Avignon, a clergyman who had studied at the Rabbinical Seminary in Paris:
Suddenly there entered the figure of a young priest. At least, I would have
thought from his attire that it was a priest, had I not been told a few moments before by the little dame that the Rabbi would be coming very
shortly, for, except that he had no cross, he was clad exactly like a Catholic
cleric—with a long black soutane reaching to his feet, a black silk sash
round his waist, a flat black billy-cock on his head, and a square jabot of
beautiful lace on his breast. Evidently the writ of the Shulchan Aruch, in
the matter of eschewing the garb of Gentiles, did not run in Provence nor,
as I found later, in other matters too. But the face of the minister, with its
fringe of beard, and especially his nose, were unmistakably Jewish.3
1
Israel Cohen, Travels in Jewry (London, 1952), 309. Israel Cohen is the author
of works on the history of Zionism, the well-known History of the Jews in Vilna
(Philadelphia, 1943), as well as the volumes The Journal of a Jewish Traveler (London,
1925) and Travels in Jewry.
2
Loc. cit.
3
Ibid., 313.
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Similarly, of the synagogue in Marseilles on Rosh ha-Shanah, Cohen noted
at the head of the thronged aisles “the Rabbi, clad from head to toe exactly like a padre.”4
Israel Cohen’s remarks reflect a palpable tension in traditional circles
surrounding the issue of rabbis officiating in clerical robes. To many, such
attire contributed to the dignity and solemnity of worship services and
served to bring the synagogue more into consonance with a modern
Western European aesthetic; to others, such garb was but symptomatic of
the regnant assimilatory trend.

EMERGENCE OF A NEW STYLE
The areas of controversy between Orthodox and Reform factions in
the nineteenth century are legend. Less well known is the extent to which
the nascent Reform movement influenced synagogue practice in the traditionalist sector even while the Orthodox leadership was engaged in
combating Reform. In response to the challenge of Reform two diametrically opposite approaches are discernible. There were many who, in the
course of time, counseled total and complete rejection of any innovation,
even the most innocuous. As Reform became more radical, the attitude
of extreme caution and circumspection became ever more pronounced in
those circles.
Tracing Christian influence on early German Reform Judaism, the
scholar of Reform history, Michael Meyer, observes forthrightly:
The early reformers thought that some adjustment to the Christian
model was expected of them and their own aesthetic and religious sensibilities, conditioned by exposure to Christian practices, drove them in the
same direction. They seldom found reason to oppose pouring Jewish
content into Christian forms. In fact, unlike the orthodox, they regarded
this transfusion as the best way to preserve the contents of Judaism in a
Christian environment.5

4

Ibid., 323. Cf. Cohen’s depiction of the ecclesiastical vestments of the rabbis in
Rome (265), in Turin of “four other ministers in full canonicals—their hats adorned
with gold braiding” (282), and in Barcelona of the “Hazan, who wore a tall black hat
and a scarlet band round his black robe while officiating” (345).
5
Michael A. Meyer, “Christian Influence on Early German Reform Judaism,” in
Charles Berlin, ed., Studies in Jewish Bibliography, History, and Literature in Honor of
Edward I. Kiev (New York, 1971), 300.
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Nineteenth-century traditionalist rabbis were no less astute than
Meyer in their assessment of Reform practice. Accordingly, in 1866 when
67 Hungarian rabbis signed the decree issued earlier by a rabbinical
conference in Michalowitz condemning various ritual innovations in
synagogues6—clearly going beyond the demands of Halakha in their
decision—their action was motivated not only by the perceived threat of
further Reform encroachments but also by the conviction that many of
these innovations were, in essence, christological in nature.
At the opposite side of the spectrum, there were those rabbinic authorities who maintained that the only hope for Orthodoxy lay in some
form of accommodation and who therefore manifested a willingness to
incorporate unobjectionable aspects of the Reform agenda. This stance
expressed itself in one of two different attitudes: reluctant concession and
compromise or approval and welcome. Some conceded that in an age of
spiritual crisis compromises involving relatively minor religious issues
might be sanctioned. Concerning matters in which an innovation had
strong popular appeal and entailed no halakhic prohibition but simply
deviation from accepted custom, they were prepared to permit concession in order to preserve communal unity. Others expressed a far more
positive attitude in acknowledging that some developments of Reform
were salutary, were worthy of emulation and hence were to be harnessed
in the service of tradition. Reform was to be defeated by its own
weapons.
The decision of a number of Orthodox rabbis to officiate in clerical
robes has been commonly viewed as an emulation of a Reform practice
perceived by the laity as enhancing the dignity of the services.7 Although
disdained by many decisors as a practice that bordered on, or actually
impinged upon, the prohibition recorded in Leviticus 18:3, a proscription against adoption or emulation of gentile practices, clerical robes
were, however, worn by a number of renowned Orthodox authorities.
6
The rabbinical meeting was held in November 1865 and led by Rabbi Hillel
Lichtenstein and Rabbi Chaim Sofer. The official transcript of the Michalowitz rulings
and the list of signatories is included in R. Akiva Joseph Schlesinger, Lev ha-Ivri,
(originally published in Lvov, 1868; republished Jerusalem, 1924), part 2, 62b-65b.
In addition to the Hungarian rabbis, R. Chaim Halberstam of Sanz and R. Yitzchak
Isaac of Zidetchov also signed the decree.
7
I am indebted for a number of these sources to Mr. Zalman Alpert of the
Yeshiva University Gottesman Library and to Professor Shnayer Z. Leiman both
for personal discussion and for his essay “Rabbinic Openness to General Culture in
the Early Modern Period in Western Central Europe, in Judaism’s Encounter with
Other Cultures: Rejection or Integration? ed. Jacob J. Schacter (Northvale, NJ and
Jerusalem, 1997), 146-216. See especially 170, n. 56.
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Historically, this innovation definitely predates the Reform movement. Seventeenth-century Sephardi rabbis in Holland and England wore
clerical gowns and white collar bands, a form of Western clerical dress
similar to the black Geneva gown and white bands of the Calvinist or
Reformed church. If indeed those vestments resembled the attire of jurists or academics, and even if intentionally modified, there is no gainsaying their obvious similarity to Christian clerical garb.8 Interestingly, a
picture of Gershom Mendes Seixas, prominent native-born United States
colonial era hazan, painted around the time of the American Revolution
of 1776, well before the emergence of the Reform movement, shows him
in a black gown with a white collar and two white bands. The historian
Jonathan Sarna writes of this portrait, “Nothing in this miniature (artist
unknown) identifies Seixas as a Jew, but his collar does identify him as a
cleric.”9
Recent studies present evidence of distinctive dress adopted by rabbis
in Italy in the second half of the eighteenth century.10 Apparently, that
garb, which was entirely different from Catholic vestments, was adopted
by Italian rabbis under the Northern European Sephardi influence, an
area in which Protestantism was the dominant religion. The clothing also
strongly resembled Italian academic and medical garb but, gradually, as
those classes discontinued its wearing, the robes became viewed as exclusively clerical garb.11

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY
Similar attire became prevalent among Ashkenazi rabbis only in the
early nineteenth century. In England an engraving of Rabbi Solomon
Hirschel (c. 1805) shows him in traditional fur hat and clerical bands,
8

See Alfred Rubens, A History of Jewish Costume (New York, 1973), 159-178. See
also Meyer “Christian Influence,” 301, n. 9 and Leopold Löw “Die Amtstracht ber
Rabbinen,” Gesammelte Schriften (Szegedin, 1898), IV, 217-34.
9
Jonathan D. Sarna, American Judaism: A History (New Haven & London,
2004), 34.
10
See Asher Salah, “How Should a Rabbi Be Dressed? The Question of Rabbinical
Attire in Italy from Renaissance to Emancipation (Sixteenth-Nineteenth Centuries)”
in Fashioning Jews: Clothing, Culture and Commerce, ed. Leonard J. Greenspoon
(West Lafayette, Ind., 2013), 49-66 and another version of this study, Asher Salah,
“Rabbinical Dress in Italy” in Dress and Ideology: Fashioning Identity from Antiquity
to the Present, ed. Shoshana-Rose Marzel and Guy D. Stiebel (London and New York,
2015), 55-68.
11
See Salah, “Rabbinical Dress,” 59-60.
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apparently Sabbath garb, and a painting (1808) in a black robe, white
bands and three-cornered black hat, probably weekday dress.12 An engraving of Napoleon’s Sanhedrin (1807) shows the 45 ecclesiastical
members all attired in clerical robes and long white bands.13
The wearing of clerical robes was a practice adopted virtually unanimously by early protagonists of Reform. Israel Jacobson, often referred to
as the father of Reform Judaism, instituted many innovations in the private synagogue, Temple of Jacob, that he established in Seesen, Westphalia,
in 1810. A description of the elaborate dedication ceremonies on July 17
of that year notes the presence of hundreds of guests and a processional
led by officers of the Israelite Consistory followed by “all the rabbis present, walking in pairs, in their clerical robes, and the Christian clergymen
similarly.”14 Eight years later when officiating at services of the Hamburg
Temple, the first formal Reform house of worship, the preachers all donned
clerical garb.15 Thereafter, the wearing of canonicals became one of the
distinguishing characteristics of Reform clergy.
In Germany clerical robes (known as “Talar”16—robe and
“Beffchen”17—bands) were also worn by a number of highly prominent
Orthodox rabbis, including Hakham Isaac Bernays in Hamburg,18 R.

12

Rubens, 168.
Ibid., 169.
14
See the report, “Feyerliche Einweihung des Jacobs-Tempels in Seesen,” Sulamith,
vol. 3, no. 1 (1810), 300, that reads, “Dann gingen paarweise alle gegenwärtige
Rabbiner in ihrem geistlichen Ornat, und eben so die christliche Geistlichkeit.”
15
Cf., Michael A. Meyer, Response to Modernity: A History of the Reform
Movement in Judaism (New York and Oxford, 1988), 61.
16
On the terms “Talar” and “Ornat” see infra, n. 44.
17
Commonly, the gown was accompanied by bands or Beffchen that some claimed
represented the tablets of the Ten Commandments and were therefore known as
“Moses tablets.” See infra, n. 41 and accompanying text. These bands were not
at all of Jewish provenance and were indeed to be found as part of the garb of a
variety of professional groups and religious denominations. The bands themselves are
strips of cloth, at times black with white borders, more frequently white, sometimes
wide, sometimes narrow, sometimes embroidered, sometimes not, sometimes
long and sometimes short. See Raymond Apple, “Robes & the Rabbis,” Oz Torah
(March 2012), available at http://www.oztorah.com/2012/03/robes-the-rabbis.
Occasionally, the rabbinic clerical gown was worn with a kind of jabot or dickie. A
jabot is worn today by vergers in some churches. It is also worn by many judges in
European countries. Female U.S. Supreme Court Justices Ruth Bader Ginsburg and
Sonia Sotomayor frequently wear jabots with their robes. See Adam Liptak, “The
Newest Justice Takes Her Seat,” New York Times (Sept. 8, 2009), A12.
18
See the portrait of Hakham Bernays in Jubiläumsnummer des “Israelit,”
(Frankfurt/Main, 1908), 8.
13

13

TRADITION
Jacob Ettlinger in his youth,19 R. Samson Raphael Hirsch throughout
his rabbinate with the exception of his tenure in Nikolsburg,20 and
R. Seligmann Baer Bamberger.21 Of these, R. Bamberger, who makes no
mention of the matter in his writings, reportedly defended this innovation as a reluctant concession to liberal sectors of the Würzburg community made in order to prevent more severe infractions of Jewish law.22
In one article, Isaac Heinemann notes that “in contrast to both his
teachers Hirsch wore a rabbinical gown with white bands”23 and in another essay he states pointedly that Hakham Bernays wore black bands,
not the white bands worn by R. Hirsch which were associated with Christian
clergy.24 However, that observation is not quite accurate. While, as noted,
both Hakham Bernays and R. Ettlinger wore robes, and the portrait of
Hakham Bernays does indicate that he wore black bands with a white
trim, the portrait of R. Ettlinger shows that R. Ettlinger wore white
bands25 as did many other Orthodox rabbis, including R. Nathan Adler,
R. Hirsch’s predecessor in his first ministerial position in Oldenburg.26
19
See the portrait in Ulrich Bauche et al., eds., Vierhundert Jahre Juden in
Hamburg (Hamburg, 1991), 309.
20
See Leiman “Rabbinic Openness,” 197 and ibid., n. 130. For a report of
R. Hirsch’s practice in Nikolsburg of wearing a frock-coat and white tie on the Sabbath,
and of negative communal reaction to his garb and to his concern with rabbis’ sartorial
appearance, see David Feuchtwang, “Samson Raphael Hirsch als Oberlandesrabbiner
von Mähren,” Jubiläumsnummer des “Israelit,” 21.
21
There is no extant portrait of R. Bamberger. According to family tradition he
refused to allow himself to be photographed. See Yitzchak Adler, “Minhagei ha-Rav
Yitzhak Dov ha-Levi Bamberger Zatzal ve-Hanhagotav,” Ha-Ma’ayan, vol. 19, no.
2 (1979), 33 and Benjamin S. Hamburger, Nesi Ha-Leviyyim: Toldot Rabbenu Rid
ha-Levi me-Wuerzburg (Bnei Brak, 1992), 562 (published in Kitvei Rabbenu Yitzhak
Dov ha-Levi Mi-Wuerzburg, ed. Zevi Bamberger [Long Beach, 1992]).
22
Shnayer Z. Leiman, “Rabbi Joseph Carlebach—Wuerzburg and Jerusalem: A
Conversation between Rabbi Seligmann Baer Bamberger and Rabbi Shmuel Salant,”
Tradition, 28:2 (1994), 60; cf., B.S. Hamburger, p. 536 and ibid., n. 16.
23
Isaac Heinemann, “Samson Raphael Hirsch: The Formative Years of the Leader
of Modern Orthodoxy,” Historia Judaica, vol. 13 (1951), 46-47.
24
Isaac Heinemann, “Ha-Yahas she-bein S.R. Hirsch le-Yitzhak Bernays Rabbo,”
Zion, vol. 16 (1951), 87. Heinemann observes elsewhere, “Supplementary Remarks
on the Secession from the Frankfurt Jewish Community under Samson Raphael
Hirsch,” Historia Judaica, vol. 10, no. 2 (October, 1948), 124, that the very learned
and elderly Torah scholar, R. Moses Mainz who later opposed R. Hirsch on the issue
of secession, did not approve of the clerical robes R. Hirsch wore.
25
See supra, n. 19.
26
See Rubens, 172 and cf., the portrait in H.D. Schmidt, “Chief Rabbi Nathan
Marcus Adler (1803-1890): Jewish Educator from Germany,” Leo Baeck Institute
Year Book, vol. 7 (1962), unnumbered page following 306. In both portraits Rabbi
Adler is shown wearing robes. In the latter portrait it is very evident that the bands
are white.
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R. Nathan Marcus Adler who served as rabbi in Oldenburg and
Hanover and assumed the office of Chief Rabbi in Britain in 1845 introduced a new style of Ashkenazi rabbinical attire into England, a long
black robe and round black velvet cap.27 On occasion, his son, R. Hermann
Adler, sported bishop’s gaiters.28 R. Hermann Adler was a Companion
of the Royal Victorian Order (CVO) and it was said of him that “with
his black garb, gaiters, the insignia of the Victorian Order like a pectoral cross upon his chest, it was difficult to tell the Rabbi from the bishops. Edward VII spoke of him as ‘my Chief Rabbi,’ and under him the
United Synagogue seemed to be the Jewish branch of the Anglican
establishment.”29 However, according to another report, in order to ensure that the CVO insignia not look like a cross, R. Hermann Adler had
a slit made in his rabbinical robe to conceal a section of the CVO insignia.30 Following the rabbinical conference in 1856 in Paris, the French
rabbis formally adopted clerical robes that were similar to those of French
Catholic priests with slight modifications.31
R. Morris Raphall, Orthodox rabbi of New York’s Congregation
Bnai Jeshurun championed an accommodationist Orthodoxy. Having
previously served in England, he brought Anglicized Orthodox services
to the United States with an emphasis on decorum and dignity. In the
mid-1860s, his congregation adopted formal clerical garb for rabbi and
cantor.32 As to be expected, prominent American Reform Rabbis Isaac
Mayer Wise33 and Max Lilienthal34 are all pictured in formal clerical garb
quite similar to that of Raphall.

GOVERNMENTAL INTERVENTION
Curiously, in Germany, the issue of rabbinical clerical garb attracted
the attention of governmental authorities.35 At times, seemingly minor
27

See Rubens, 172.
See ibid., 173.
29
Chaim Bermant, The Cousinhood (New York, 1971), 370. See also, Rubens,
Plate 254, 173.
30
Raymond Apple, “Hermann Adler: Chief Rabbi,” in Noblesse Oblige: Essays in
Honor of David Kessler OBE, ed. Alan B. Crown (London and Portland, 1998), 131.
31
See Rubens, 161 and 173. Cf., Meyer, Response to Modernity, 169-170.
32
Sarna, 95-96.
33
Ibid., 97.
34
Ibid., 115.
35
Of particular interest are two recent studies of this subject. Anselm Schubert,
“Liturgie als Politik. Der Rabbinertalar des 19. Jahrhunderts zwischen Emanzipation
28
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points of dissension provoke disproportionately vehement emotional responses. In the celebrated dispute over the appointment of Abraham
Geiger to a position in the Breslau rabbinate the issue of Geiger’s rabbinical robe occupied a central role.
At the heart of the controversy between the newly-appointed radical
Reform idealogue Abraham Geiger and Rabbi Salomon Tiktin, the
Orthodox incumbent, were fundamental questions of theology and
Halakha, questions regarding the binding authority of talmudic law and
the role and function of rabbis. However, in the course of the struggle,
communal and civil officials focused as well on details of Geiger’s comportment. Among the practices adopted by Geiger deemed by his antagonists to be in contravention of the Prussian Cabinet Decree of 1823
that prohibited any innovation in synagogue service was the wearing of
clerical robes. At one point, King Friedrich Wilhelm IV himself was
petitioned to decide whether Geiger’s rabbinic gown represented “an
unjustifiable imitation of Christian custom.” While loathe to involve
himself in a dispute over Jewish ritual, the king did declare that imitation of Christian church customs in a Jewish house of worship would
not be tolerated.36
Opponents of Geiger, both Jewish and Catholic, argued that it was
not permissible for a rabbi to wear distinctive robes of office. Breslau civil
authorities reported to the Prussian Ministry that, although Geiger’s
robes were not identical to those of Christian clergy, they had ordered
him not to wear a clerical gown and to remain “true to Jewish tradition.”
Geiger himself was cautious and requested a Catholic priest, Heinrich
Förster, as well as a Protestant preacher, Ludwig Falk, to certify that the
robe he wore was not identical to those worn by Christian clergy during
church services.
In a rebuttal presented to the Ministry, Geiger further stated that “no
religious precept prescribed specific garb for a synagogue functionary.”
Rabbinic clothing was solely a matter governed by personal taste. Since
the rabbi was not a state official, he maintained, the government had no

und Akkulturation,” Aschkenas, vol. 17, no. 2 (2007), 547-563 and Auguste ZeissHorbach, “Kleider machen Leute. Der Streit um den Rabbinertalar in Bayern im 19.
Jahrhundert,” Aschkenas, vol. 20, no. 1 (2010), 71-118, draw on archival sources in
their respective analyses and demonstrate the extent to which the controversy over
rabbinic vestments was motivated by political and sociological considerations.
36
Max Wiener, Abraham Geiger and Liberal Judaism: The Challenge of the
Nineteenth Century, trans. Ernst J. Schlochauer (Cincinnati, 1981), 28.
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right to regulate garb that simply reflected the sartorial taste of a private
citizen.37
The authorities nonetheless insisted that, although he was not a state
official, the rabbi might not wear vestments that met with the disapproval
of a major segment of the Breslau Jewish community. Apparently, Geiger
defied that ruling and continued to wear his rabbinical gown. The matter
came to a head on a public occasion. Initially, the officers of the congregation and Geiger were invited to attend a formal welcoming reception and
church service in honor of the inauguration of the new mayor of Breslau.
The officials of the community were informed that the invitation extended to Geiger as their spiritual leader was rescinded. The Minister of State
had been informed that appearance of a rabbi in church would offend the
Christian worshipers and, of even greater concern, attendance of Geiger
at a Christian service in a rabbinical gown would offend the opposition
party in his own community.38
To an onlooker it appeared, in the words of Max Wiener, that “the
problem of the cut of the rabbinic gown was a detail of ludicrous
pettiness.”39 It is, however, of more than passing interest that, in noting
the distress with regard to the gown on the part of both traditional Jews
in Breslau and the Christian laity, the issues raised by non-Jewish authorities regarding imitation of Christian custom precisely paralleled the halakhic considerations later raised by those rabbinic authorities who decried
the wearing of the Talar.
The reactions of the Ministry in Breslau were not typical of the attitude of civic authorities in other locales in Europe. In a number of jurisdictions, the authorities enacted regulations explicitly requiring rabbinical
officials to wear ecclesiastical robes. The intent of these rules was to further the agenda of those civil regimes that wished to encourage acculturation and modernization of the Jewish population and, accordingly, sought
to foster the development of a modern rabbinate patterned upon the
model of the Christian clergy. Thus, as early as 1807, when Napoleon
convened the Sanhedrin, the members were explicitly instructed not to
appear at the proceedings unless clothed in specified vestments: black silk
robes and cloaks, white bands, and three-cornered hats—the garb of
French Abbés.40
37
Ibid., 29-30. The complete text of Geiger’s letter is published in Ludwig Geiger,
Abraham Geiger, Leben und Lebenswerk (Berlin, 1910), 86-88.
38
See Wiener, 30-31.
39
Ibid., 33.
40
See Anselm Schubert, “Liturgie als Politik,” 549, n. 13, citing the text, as found
in Renée Neher-Bernheim and Elisabeth Revel-Neher, “Une iconographie juive de
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Not much later, in 1823, in Baden, a state in which some 17,000
Jews resided, a government official prepared a programmatic detailed list
of recommendations designed to transform the nature of the rabbinic
profession, specifically urging appointment to the rabbinate of individuals
who had studied in a German gymnasium and encouraging the adoption
of the vernacular in sermons and improvement of decorum in the synagogue. Included in the list of recommendations was the introduction of
a distinctive professionally appropriate garb for rabbis and prayer leaders.
Apparently, at a later time, an Orthodox rabbi suggested that, in order to
differentiate between the clothing of rabbis and that of Christian clergy,
rabbis should wear a navy blue robe rather than a black one. Later, in
several German states, a designated professional apparel—Amtstracht—
was prescribed for rabbis. In Württenberg, the required clothing for rabbis was a black robe, black velvet skullcap and white collar bands which
were known as “Moses tablets.”41 Those vestments were to be worn by
the rabbis at all formal services including confirmations, weddings and
funerals.42
Not surprisingly, in some locales, there was a negative reaction to
such proposals. In Bavaria, church officials found the similarity of rabbinic garb to church vestments to be offensive. As a result, they sought to
enact regulations prohibiting adoption of rabbinic garb that was identical
to Protestant cassocks.43 Nevertheless, many liberal rabbis living in Catholic areas eventually adopted a modified attire that resembled the Catholic soutane while in other areas it was commonplace for rabbis to wear the
black Talar of the Protestant clergy.44

l’époque du grand Sanhédrin” in Bernhard Blumenkranz and Albert Soboul, Eds.,
Le grand Sanhédrin de Napoléon (Toulouse, 1979), 134. The regulations were explicit:
“Art. I: Aucun membre composant L’Assemblée du Grand Sanhédrin ne pourra entrer en
séance s’il ne s’est pas comformé au costume prescrit. Ce costume consiste en un habillement
complet en noir, manteau de soie de même couleur, chapeau à trois cornes et rabat.”
41
See Adolf Lewin, Geschichte der badischen Juden seit der Regierung Karl Friedrichs
(1738-1909) (Carlsruhe, 1909), 211-212 and p. 212, note 1. Cf., Meyer, Response to
Modernity, 103.
42
For examples of specific rules regulating the garb of rabbis and cantors, see F. F.
Mayer, Sammlung der württembergischen Gesetze in Betriff der Israeliten (Tübingen,
1847), 104-105.
43
See Zeiss-Horlach, “Kleider machen Leute,” 71-118.
44
See Schubert, “Liturgie als Politik,” 561-562 and Lewin, 212, n. 1. Schubert
suggests that the term Rabbinerornat was employed for the French style cassock
whereas the term Rabbinertalar was employed for garments in the German
Protestant style. In most sources the terms are, however, used interchangeably. See
Zeiss-Horlach, “Kleider machen Leute,” 73, n. 4.
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The interest of the civic authorities in Baden in the professional conduct of rabbis and the insistence on a prescribed Amtstracht sheds light
on the fact, noted earlier, that at least in his youth, Rabbi Jacob Ettlinger
wore a clerical robe. R. Ettlinger was a formal Rabbinats-Candidat (candidate for the rabbinate) as is evident from a printed address he delivered
on August 24, 1824 on the occasion of the birthday of Duke Ludwig of
Baden.45 In 1825, R. Ettlinger was appointed Rabbi of the Mannheim
Klaus and in 1827 he was appointed District Rabbi (Kreisrabbiner) of the
Ladenburg area.46 As a candidate for the rabbinate and later in those positions it would have been deemed necessary that he wear the prescribed
Amtstracht. However, one cannot claim with assurance that R. Ettlinger
wore the robe only as a concession to the civil authorities of Baden. The
lithograph of R. Ettlinger in a clerical robe is clearly that of a young man.
However, Ferdinand Heylandt’s portrait of R. Ettlinger was printed in
Hamburg in 1840 and the Hebrew inscription beneath the picture identifies R. Ettlinger as Rabbi of Altona,47 a position he assumed in 1836. Although it is unlikely that R. Ettlinger continued to wear the robe in later
years and, indeed, later portraits do not show him in a clerical robe, there
is no conclusive indication that he ceased to wear such garb.

THE HALAKHIC QUESTION
The halakhic issue posed by clerical robes is by no means insignificant. The seminal halakhic treatment of the question of wearing professional robes as well as the explication of the prohibition of Leviticus
18:3—“and in their statutes (u-be-hukkoteihem) you shall not walk”—is
the responsum of the fifteenth-century authority R. Joseph Colon, Teshuvot Maharik, no. 88. In that detailed responsum, Maharik asserts that the
essence of the prohibiton is an admonition not to mimic non-Jewish practices for the purpose of assuming the guise of a gentile in whole or in part.
Encompassed within the parameters of the prohibition is, first and foremost, any non-Jewish practice in the form of a hok, i.e., a practice lacking
a rational or pragmatic purpose. Since such acts have no rational basis,
their adoption by Jews can only be motivated by a desire to emulate
45
Rede gehalten zur Feyer des höchesten Namensfestes Seiner Königlichen Hoheit
des Grossherzogs Ludwig von Baden in der Haupt-Synagoge zu Karlsruhe (Carlsruhe,
1824).
46
Isak Unna, Die Lemle Moses Klaus-Stiftung in Mannheim, II (Frankfurt am
Main, 1909), 39-40.
47
See supra, n. 19.
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gentiles. Other forbidden practices involve matters representing some
form of immodesty or manifestation of a characteristic antithetical to humility. Here, again, any compromise of standards of modesty and humility might be suspected of being rooted in cultic practices and is ipso facto
deemed to be emulation of non-Jews. Accordingly, any practice that furthers a legitimate purpose and does not involve either immodesty or selfaggrandizement is permitted. In response to the specific query of his
interlocutors, Maharik sanctioned the wearing of the professional robe
known as cappa by Jewish practitioners, apparently jurists or physicians,
because it served the perfectly rational purpose of identifying the wearer
as a legitimate practitioner worthy of honor and patronage.48 Maharik’s
position is accepted by Rema, Yoreh De’ah 178:1.
R. Elijah of Vilna, Bi’ur ha-Gra, Yoreh De’ah 178:8, disputes Maharik’s
position and forbids any emulation of non-Jewish practice even if the practice is designed to serve a perfectly rational purpose. Bi’ur ha-Gra permits
gentile garb and the like only in circumstances in which “we would wear
them even without the non-Jews [doing so].” According to Bi’ur ha-Gra,
adopting a sartorial style or practice in emulation of non-Jews is forbidden
even if undertaken for a pragmatic purpose unless it is manifestly evident
that Jews would independently have adopted the practice.
Although many individuals were prepared to wear academic robes in
reliance upon Maharik’s permissive view, canonicals donned by Jewish
clergy aroused wide opposition because those garments were, or were
perceived to be, distinctively Christian in provenance.
The bulk of the halakhic discussions concerning wearing clerical
robes centers on the vestments worn by cantors. It was the wearing of
clerical robes by cantors and choristers that was formally prohibited by
the Michalowitz decree of 1866 (perhaps because the Hungarian rabbis
did not even entertain the possibility that rabbis in their locale might
desire or be pressured to don canonicals).49 Some of the sharpest condemnations of this practice are found in halakhic responsa authored by
Hungarian authorities such as, for example, R. Moses Grunwald, Arugat
ha-Bosem, Orah Hayyim, no. 31, R. Eli’ezer David Grunwald, Keren
48
R. Elijah of Vilna, Bi’ur ha-Gra, Yoreh De’ah 178:7, finds Maharik’s position to
be identical to the much earlier position of Ran, Avodah Zarah 11a, who regards all
such matters as rooted in pagan practices. The twentieth-century rabbinic scholar, R.
Moshe Feinstein, Iggerot Mosheh, Yoreh De’ah, I, no. 81, opines that, if it is established
with certainty that there is no idolatrous root or association, a practice having no
rational purpose is permissible according to Ran and Rema but nevertheless forbidden
by Maharik.
49
See Lev ha-Ivri, part 2, 63a.
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le-David, Orah Hayyim, no. 13, R. Chaim Sofer, Mahaneh Hayyim,
Orah Hayyim, no. 2 and R. Judah Aszod, Yehudah Ya’aleh, Orah Hayyim,
no. 39.50
A brief negative reference to cantorial robes is also found in the writings of R. Jacob Ettlinger. This statement has generally been overlooked
and is not cited in the halakhic literature on the topic because of its appearance in an infrequently consulted source. The comment is found at
the conclusion of a responsum authored by R. Ettlinger that appeared in
the rabbinic journal that he edited, Shomer Zion ha-Ne’eman, no. 167,
dated 15 Kislev 5614 (December 16, 1853). R. Ettlinger’s responsum
was subsequently included by him in his collected responsa, Binyan Zion,
no. 122. However, the republished responsum omits the concluding sixteen lines of the material published in Shomer Zion ha-Ne’eman. As a result, while the responsum in Binyan Zion focusing on questions relating
to recitation of kaddish is widely known, few are aware of R. Ettlinger’s
concluding remarks concerning a proposed regulation limiting worship
services to one central synagogue and specifying professional attire appropriate for individuals who lead the prayer services.
Shomer Zion ha-Ne’eman, no. 167, features an exchange of views
between R. Baer Oppenheim of Eybeschutz and R. Ettlinger. Rabbi
Oppenheim presents a query he had received with regard to certain synagogue regulations and details his response based upon his own halakhic
determinations and recommendations. Rabbi Oppenheim’s interlocutor
had recommended that synagogues employ a designated cantor to lead
services and that that individual be attired in “garments designated for
prayer” in accordance with the comments of Magen Avraham, Orah Hayyim,
53:7. R. Oppenheim applauds this suggestion and endorses the recommendation that the prayer leader don distinctive garments. R. Oppenheim
adds that he favors the appointment of a designated cantor in order to
prevent the congregation from calling upon unkempt and illiterate individuals whose appearance and comportment mar the synagogue service.
In the immediately following article, R. Ettlinger presents a sharp
rejoinder, prefacing his remarks with a caustic comment (that is also omitted in the Binyan Zion version). As editor of the journal, he had acquiesced to R. Oppenheim’s desire to publish his responsum in Shomer Zion
ha-Ne’eman even though it included statements that he deemed to be
inappropriate. However, R. Ettlinger states that he felt duty-bound to
50

See also the extensive array of sources cited by Akiva Zimmermann, Sha’arei
Ron: Ha-Hazzanut be-Sifrut ha-She’elot u-Teshuvot ve-haHalakha (Tel Aviv: Bron
Yachad, 1992), 11-20.
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respond since most of what R. Oppenheim had written was simply
inaccurate.
Throughout R. Ettlinger’s rejoinder he emphatically rejects any proposed innovation with regard to recitation of kaddish and, addressing R.
Oppenheim directly, he declares, “I am altogether astonished at how you
can describe as a wonderful and proper innovation the changing of a Jewish custom which has been followed in all parts of Germany and Poland
for over 300 years.” To effect such a change, R. Ettlinger adds, is “to walk
in the footsteps of the Reformers of our time who have changed the form
of prayer and have introduced this custom.”
In a concluding statement addressing the propriety of a regulation
stipulating that only a designated cantor wearing special garb be permitted to lead the services he declares that there is absolutely no halakhic
basis for instituting such a practice. Assuredly, he notes, it is unsuitable to
select a prayer leader whose reading skills are wanting or whose clothes
are sullied; it is quite simple to enact a regulation to that effect. However,
he strongly disparages a regulation insisting that the prayer leader wear
distinctive vestments that “usually are fashioned in accordance with gentile practices.” Such a proposal is the mere aping of a Christian custom.
R. Oppenheim compared a cantor who prays without special garments to a priest who performed the sacrificial service in the Temple
without his priestly vestments. R. Ettlinger disdainfully rejects such a
comparison. Since Jewish practice has already ordained a distinctive garb
for the prayer leader, namely, the tallit (prayer shawl), no other special
garments are necessary. The tallit was ordained “by our predecessors,
whose little finger is thicker than our loins,” writes R.abbi Ettlinger, “and
one should not seek to be more pious than they were.”51
Decrying the wearing of cantorial robes similar to those of Catholic
priests, the twentieth-century authority R. Yehudah Leib Zirelson, Teshuvot Ma’arkhei Lev, Yoreh De’ah, no. 44, protests “the repugnant and forbidden following of gentile practice” in wearing vestments that are
“specifically associated with the ritual of an alien religion.”52 The Sephardi
authority, R. Ovadiah Hadaya, Yaskil Avdi, V, Orah Hayyim, no. 15,
51
As noted, in his youth R. Ettlinger himself wore a robe. For a possible explanation
of his conduct see infra, n. 52.
52
Despite these vehement remarks, it appears that, on occasion, Rabbi Zirelson
himself wore clerical robes. For a picture of Rabbi Zirelson in such vestments, see
David Winitsky, Bessarabiah ha-Yehudit be-Ma’arkhoteha: Bein Shtei Milhamot Olam
1914-1940, II, (Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, 1973), 504. Presumably, Rabbi Zirelson
accepted the contention that the rabbinical clerical robe in vogue was quite different
from Christian garb.
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sanctioned the sartorial practice of Turkish cantors because their robes
were identical to the distinctive rabbinic garb of that country. However,
he ruled against wearing cantorial vestments that are similar to Christian
ecclesiastical garb.53
There is but scant halakhic discussion of rabbinical—as distinct from
cantorial—clerical robes. One significant source is She’elot u-Teshuvot
Matteh Levi. Apparently, although he himself wore canonicals, R. Marcus
Horovitz, rabbi of the Communal Orthodox Community in Frankfurt,
appears to have been greatly discomfited thereby. In his responsa, Matteh
Levi, II, Orah Hayyim, no. 6, he questions why the practice of wearing
robes has been accepted and observes that, in light of the admonition of
Leviticus 18:3, wearing clerical robes poses a greater halakhic problem
than does use of an organ. An organ might be employed in connection
with a concert of secular music, he avers, whereas the clerical robe is used
exclusively for religious purposes. Forthrightly, he adds, “Were it not that
gentile clergy wear such garments, without any doubt whatsoever, we would
not do so.” 54 Nonetheless, although not explicitly stated, his conclusion
appears to be that wearing canonicals does not constitute a biblical
violation.
A similar conclusion is implicit in the writings of R. Azriel
Hildesheimer. Responding to the decree against clerical vestments for
cantors and choristers issued in Michalowitz, R. Hildesheimer conceded
that adoption of the practice of wearing clerical garb in imitation of the
prevalent non-Jewish practice entails a grave infraction. Nevertheless, he
seems to be inveighing against the assimilatory intent rather than pronouncing the existence of an objective prohibition against the act. He
proceeds to acknowledge that there may be a more laudable impetus
prompting adoption of such a practice. In locales in which the observant
were constrained to accept such a compromise in order to maintain
communal harmony and avoid more serious deviations, such conduct,
53

In this context, a letter dated 10 Elul, 5759 (September 13, 1959) in the
archives of Heichal Shlomo written by Rabbi Maurice Jaffe, Executive Director of
Heichal Shlomo to Rabbi M.J.E. Wohlgelernter (Ittamar), General Secretary of the
Chief Rabbinate of Israel is worthy of note. A cantor and choir had appeared at an
event in Heichal Shlomo attired in clerical robes. Thereupon, the Chief Rabbinate
issued a directive dated 21 Av, 5759 (August 25, 1959), forbidding officiants at
Heichal Shlomo from wearing vestments similar to those worn by Christian clergy.
The letter reports that the wardens of Heichal Shlomo requested a meeting with
the Chief Rabbinate for reconsideration of that ruling. I thank Professor Leiman for
bringing this letter to my attention.
54
Emphasis added.
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asserted R. Hildesheimer, should not be stigmatized, in the manner of
the rabbis of Michalowitz, as “a grave prohibition.”55
Almost a hundred years later a similar line of reasoning was offered by
Jacob Rosenheim, an ardent champion of the approach of R.abbi Samson
Raphael Hirsch. Commenting on R. Hirsch’s wearing of canonicals,
Rosenheim suggests that, “however non-Jewish and out of place they
may strike us in the Jewish service,” R. Hirsch’s practice constituted a
carefully considered strategy. R. Hirsch’s decision to develop a worship
service aesthetically appealing to the laity of his time underscores his
awareness that “any restriction not definitely required by the Din [law]
might have been in the true sense of the word a ḥumra de-ati lidei kula
[a stringency that leads to a laxity].”56 Nevertheless, Rosenheim unhesitatingly recommends that, under later, changed circumstances, this practice be abandoned:
The present-day generation also is acting in the spirit of Hirsch by rejecting some of the above-mentioned concessions in social life, made necessary by the conditions of the time, as hora’at sha’ah [need of the hour].
The conditions that created them having disappeared—owing to the lifework of Hirsch—it would be absurd to cling religiously now to canonicals
or similar things.57

Writing in the twentieth century, R. Chaim Ozer Grodzenski deems
the wearing of canonicals to be prohibited as a matter of normative
Halakha and declares that wearing clerical robes by rabbis constitutes a
biblical offense even according to Maharik who was permissive with regard to distinctive garb worn by members of other professions. He cites
R. Chaim Pelaggi, Sefer Ruah Hayyim, ot 2, to the effect that the wearing
of clerical robes similar to those of priests is “a bad and odious custom.”
Therefore, even if the garments have been intentionally altered to differentiate them from Christian clerical garb, the practice should be
55
See Israel Hildesheimer, Gesammelte Aufsätze, ed. M. Hildesheimer (Frankfurt
am Main, 1923), 20 and 25-26. Rabbi Hildesheimer urged rabbinic colleagues to
issue a joint announcement protesting the Michalowitz rulings. However, since his
colleagues failed to act, he published a protest under his name alone. Hildesheimer’s
views were published in five issues of the Israelit in 1866 in an article entitled “Die
Beschlüsse der Rabbiner-Versammlung zu Mihalowitz” and were later included
in his collected works. See Jacob Katz, A House Divided: Orthodoxy and Schism in
Nineteenth-Century Central European Jewry, trans. Ziporah Brody (Hanover and
London, 1998), 83 and 295, n. 33.
56
See Jacob Rosenheim, Samson Raphael Hirsch’s Cultural Ideal and “Our Times,”
trans. I. E. Lichtigfeld (London, 1951), 59-60.
57
Ibid., 62, emphasis in original.
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abolished. R. Grodzenski mentions Matteh Levi and others who wore
clerical robes and yet found the practice to be personally repugnant and
concludes that one who has the power to do so should prevent the practice in his community.58

THE TWENTIETH CENTURY
Rabbi Salomon Breuer’s willingness to continue the Hirschian practice of wearing a clerical robe as well as to deliver sermons in the vernacular and to endorse the male choir were crucial factors in his election in
1900 as successor to his father-in-law R. Samson Raphael. Hirsch.59
When, however, R. Joseph Jonah Zevi ha-Levi Horovitz of Hunsdorf
(later known as the “Frankfurter Rav”) was elected rabbi of the Frankfurt
Israelitisch Religionsgesellschaft (IRG) in 1928, succeeding R. Salomon
Breuer, his refusal to wear canonicals created quite a stir. R. Horovitz’
daughter relates that when a member of the Board raised the matter after
the Horovitz family had arrived in Frankfurt, the rabbi pointedly looked
at his watch and asked, “When is the next train to Hunsdorf?”60 A perhaps apocryphal account relates that, subsequently, in a vestibule of the
synagogue where the rabbi and functionaries placed their personal effects,
R. Horovitz came upon a box on which were inscribed the words “Evangelischer Geistlicher—Evangelical Clergyman” and inside of which lay a
clerical robe intended for the rabbi. For R. Horovitz the inscription was
further evidence of the Christian provenance of such attire.61
58
See R. Chaim Ozer Grodzenski, “Be-Inyan Malbush Talar,” in Shiloh: Kovetz
Zikkaron, ed. Shlomo Yosef Zevin (Jerusalem and Antwerp, 1983), 167-168. This
responsum is reprinted in the supplementary volume of Ahi’ezer, vol. IV (Bnei Brak,
1986), Likkutim, no. 38, 38–39. In that edition, an unsigned note appended to the
responsum, p. 40, states that the provenance of the responsum has been challenged.
The compiler claims that the only reason for the note is simply that there was no
original of the responsum, only an unsigned copy not in the author’s handwriting.
However, the inclusion of the responsum in Shiloh without comment by the editor,
Rabbi Zevin, deservedly recognized as a meticulous scholar, would indicate that
R. Zevin was convinced of its authenticity.
59
Jacob Rosenheim, Zikhronot, trans. from German by Chaim Weisman (Tel Aviv,
1955), 38.
60
Personal communication of Mrs. Judith Zimmerman, July 26, 2001.
61
Personal communication of R. Joseph Elias, July 26, 2001. Rabbi Elias was
raised in Frankfurt and heard the narrative while he was yet a youth.
I am indebted to Dr. Elliot Bondi, grandson of Rabbi Joseph Breuer, for informing
me of an unpublished letter by R. Joseph Breuer discussing his own decision not
to wear clerical robes in the United States in contrast to the practice of R. Hirsch
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Nonetheless, at least some rabbinic decisors refused to rule that wearing clerical robes is absolutely forbidden and that it is necessary to forfeit
a rabbinical position if wearing such vestments is a condition of employment. In 1957, Rabbi Baruch Horovitz, a grandson of Matteh Levi and
currently rosh yeshiva of Yeshivat Dvar Yerushalayim, faced the possibility
that acceptance of a post in a congregation in Manchester, England that
had adopted Anglicized services would require him to wear canonicals.
Rabbi Horovitz solicited the opinion of R. Zevi Pesach Frank, then Chief
Rabbi of Jerusalem. Rabbi Frank responded by issuing a permissive ruling
in writing. Consequently, R. Baruch Horovitz informed the Synagogue
Board that, if wearing canonicals was a necessary condition of his employment, he would acquiesce to their request. However, upon assuming the
post, he reiterated his reluctance, procrastinated, and, offering instead to
wear “rabbinicals,” proceeded to don a rabbinical frock-coat. In the
course of time, the members of the Board gradually, albeit unwillingly
and grudgingly, came to terms with his recalcitrance.62
in Frankfurt. R. Joseph Breuer maintained that for R. Hirsch in nineteenth-century
Germany wearing a robe was essential as part of his efforts to foster dignified and
aesthetically pleasing services. Rabbi Joseph Breuer was wont to emphasize that
all things must be understood in historical perspective and one must be attuned
to the sensibilities of people in the new environment of the United States; policy
determinations must take into consideration prevalent cultural and social norms. As
noted, even in Germany during the period in which R. Joseph Jonah Horovitz served
as rabbi in Frankfurt he did not wear a clerical robe. Once the precedent had been
abandoned, to reinstate the practice at a later date in the United States, where few
Orthodox rabbis wore canonicals, would have been quite strange.
It may be noted that beginning in 1919, during the lifetime of his father, Rabbi
Joseph Breuer served as rabbi of the oldest synagogue in the community, the Frankfurt
Klaus. The Klaus was not officially affiliated either with the general community or
with the separatist IRG and the services were less formal; there was no choir and the
rabbi did not wear clerical garb. Thus, Rabbi Joseph Breuer had not worn canonicals
in Frankfurt. See David Kranzler and David Landesman, Rav Breuer: His Life and His
Legacy (Jerusalem and New York, 1998), 78, n. 28. In the brief period, 1933–1934,
in which Rabbi Joseph Breuer served as rabbi of the small Hungarian community in
Fiume, Italy it is most unlikely that he wore a clerical robe.
62
Personal communication of Rabbi B. Horovitz, July 18, 2001.
It is noteworthy that, decades earlier, discomfort with canonicals was expressed by
congregants who hailed from Russia and Poland. The Machzike Hadath synagogue
in London was founded in 1891 by newly-arrived Easten European immigrants who
did not approve of the religious practices of the Anglo-Jewish community and sought
to establish a synagogue that would adhere to more strictly Orthodox standards of
worship. The Machzike Hadath ritual rules stipulated that “the Rav, Preacher, Reader
or Shamas may not wear such Canonicals which may appear as if in imitation of
non-Jewish clergy.” See Bernard Homa, A Fortress in Anglo-Jewry: The Story of the
Machzike Hadath (London, 1953), 110. So strong was their antipathy to clerical
robes that in 1910 on the occasion of the reconsecration of the synagogue, when the
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The unpublished correspondence between R. Frank and R. Horovitz
merits citation in detail because it delineates nuances of the issue of clerical robes and places the matter in perspective.63 In his letter to R. Frank
dated Rosh Chodesh Tevet 5757 (December 4, 1956), R. Horovitz enumerates several relatively minor halakhic problems with regard to the rabbinical position he had been offered, including the height of the enclosure
surrounding the women’s gallery, the use of an organ in conjunction with
weekday weddings and the request that the rabbi wear a clerical robe.
Noting that there are both lenient and stringent views in the published
halakhic literature with regard to each of those questions, R. Horovitz
emphasized specifically that the majority of rabbis in Germany, including
his own grandfather the Matteh Levi and R. Samson Raphael Hirsch,
wore the Talar, but added that he was also aware of the stringent views
recorded in Darkei Teshuvah 178:18. In a brief but immediate reply, dated Tevet 6, 5757 (December 10, 1956), R. Frank is explicit in ruling
that, in light of the situation as described by R. Horovitz and particularly
since the problems involved matters regarding which Matteh Levi and
R. Hirsch had ruled leniently, it is permissible for him to accept the position. Indeed, R. Frank recommends that he do so posthaste in order that
he may be enabled to “achieve great things and benefit the community.”
It is, however, clearly evident that R. Frank viewed the matter as a sanctionable and necessary leniency rather than an optimal practice. He expresses the hope that “in the course of time,” when R. Horovitz “will
become established and well-accepted by them [the congregants], he
should do whatever is in his power” to improve the conditions of his
service.
In a second letter to R. Frank, written a year later (October 8, 1957),
R. Horovitz again raised the issue of clerical robes but this time in a more
nuanced and complex manner. He related that, initially, in accordance
with R. Frank’s advice, he had informed the lay leaders of his congregation that if wearing canonicals was made an absolute condition of employment he would be prepared to acquiesce in the matter. However,
because of his discomfort and reluctance to wear the robe, he donned a
rabbinic frock-coat and postponed dealing with the issue of wearing a
clerical robe from month to month. R. Horovitz then spelled out the
considerations that influenced his course of action. “I felt,” he wrote,
then Chief Rabbi Hermann Adler was invited to speak, in deference to the Machzike
Hadath practice Rabbi Adler did not don canonicals for the ceremony. Ibid., 73.
63
I am indebted to R. Horovitz for his further personal communication of January
2, 2002 and for his graciousness in providing me with copies of this correspondence.
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“that it was my obligation to oppose the trend of imitation of the [religious] customs of the [gentile] nations with every vigor for that is one
of the chief causes of assimilation; accordingly, upon me, too, rests the
obligation to refrain from anything associated with this.”
Secondly, from a personal vantage point, R. Horovitz added, he simply found it difficult, or as he put it in quotation marks, “le-hitlabesh,” i.e.,
“to costume himself” or “to masquerade” in that manner, while performing his rabbinical functions because he felt that to do so would constitute
“farcical conduct with regard to the words of the living G–d.” Finally—
expressing a sensitivity in which he was ahead of his time—R. Horovitz
commented that, quite apart from halakhic considerations, the practice
“creates a barrier between the rabbi and his congregation” and results in
a negative impact upon a rabbi’s effectiveness in ministering to the spiritual needs of his congregants. As a consequence of those various considerations he had not acted on his original concession. The members of his
congregation, however, maintained that the issue was causing strife and
quarrelsomeness and might impede his effors in dissemination of Torah
teaching. R. Horovitz once more turned to R. Frank for advice, noting
that his instinct was to continue to conduct himself in accordance with his
own principles because, despite the ongoing contention, even the dissident members of the congregation desired him to remain as their rabbi
and his tenure was no longer in jeopardy.
From R. Frank’s second reply, dated 15 Kislev 5718 (December 8,
1957), it is abundantly clear that R. Frank strongly disfavored wearing
robes and accordingly he recommended that R. Horovitz procrastinate
with regard to implementation of the practice for as long as possible. R.
Frank states forcefully, “Regarding what they ask of you to wear garments
that are not in accordance with your spirit, as long as it is feasible to push
off this matter and not to fulfill their demand, it is a mitsva to be scrupulous with regard to this.” Nevertheless, continues R. Frank, R. Horovitz
is certainly not obligated to resign his post on account of this issue
because
In my opinion, there is a benefit in your office, [i.e.,] to attract the heart
of the youth to fear of Heaven and perhaps also to Torah and “this is all
of man”64 and the purpose of his creation for which he has come to this
world. Because of this, it is worthwhile to expend great effort for the
merit of the community is a great beneficence to man and in this manner
you will merit eternal bliss.
64

Ecclesiastes 12:13.
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R. Horovitz’s personal perspective expressed in the late 1950s became a
more common feeling among many members of the Orthodox British rabbinate decades later. A number of factors contributed to the attitudinal
change. The Anglo-Jewish rabbinate was attracting more individuals who
had studied for an extended period in yeshivot in England or in Israel and,
accordingly, both identified with more staunchly traditionalist elements of
the community and were more concerned with halakhic minutiae. Moreover, and perhaps even more significantly, the entire cultural fabric of society
had undergone a profound transformation with even conservative Britain
becoming a country with less insistence on formality in dress and ritual.
This development is evidenced in an interesting item included by the
late R. Immanuel Jakobovits, former British Chief Rabbi, in Dear Chief
Rabbi, a selection from his wide-ranging correspondence. In 1982,
R. Jakobovits received a query from a rabbi serving in a United Synagogue
pulpit who, together with his cantor, wished to dispense with the use of
clerical gowns. Rabbi Jakobovits commented upon the tension that had
begun to surround this practice and noted “the growing tendency among
younger rabbis to discard clerical garb including cap and gown.” In his
brief rejoinder he also reported that he had been approached by the senior
honorary officers of the United Synagogue who strongly urged maintaining the “traditional wearing of canonicals at all religious services.” Rabbi
Jakobovits observed that, while the established practice enhanced the
dignity of the rabbinate, in some instances practices that had become “traditions” might well be counterproductive and alienate younger “more religiously committed” rabbis and laymen. He therefore suggested that the
matter be deferred for further discussion among representatives of the rabbinate but recommend that, pending a consensus, individual rabbis not
depart from the regnant practice. The salient point in Rabbi Jakobovits’
response is the clear recognition that it is the younger and religiously more
committed who are uncomfortable with clerical garb and might, as a consequence, be discouraged from participating in worship at congregations of
the United Synagogue and from serving in the ranks of its ministry.65
65
Dear Chief Rabbi: From the Correspondence of Chief Rabbi Immanuel Jakobovits
on Matters of Jewish Law, Ethics and Contemporary Issues 1980–1990, ed. Jeffrey M.
Cohen (Hoboken, NJ, 1995), 275. Changing trends in the Anglo-Jewish rabbinate
are evident in an article titled “On the Clerical Collar” published in the Jewish Review,
vol. 7, no. 184 (September 30, 1953), 3, in which Chaim Pearl notes that in a 1925
photograph of British ministers, 40 of 48 wore Roman collars, part of the garb of
the United Synagogue’s clergy, whereas in 1953, only 14 out of 60 ministers were
wearing the clerical collar.
It should be noted that Rabbi Jakobovits himself, rather than the usual clerical
black gown, wore a blue academic gown that to cognoscenti was recognizable as such.
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Shortly thereafter the issue of canonicals became a heatedly debated
topic among members of the British rabbinate.66 At the time, Rabbi
Jonathan Sacks, then Principal of Jews’ College, wrote candidly:
In the case of canonicals it was originally and undoubtedly an imitation
of the Church: a gesture which announced in the strongest possible terms
that with civil emancipation, Jews were as good as the gentiles when it
came to the external trappings of religion.67

He pointed out that opposition to the practice was most vociferous
among those who viewed it as a hallmark of Reform Judaism. Presciently,
he declared that in the coming years, even in the secular world, adherence
to Establishment culture would wane and asserted that as far as Jewry is
concerned, “We would serve ourselves and others better by recovering
our authenticity.”68
In present-day England, the bylaws of the (Orthodox) United Synagogue continued to stipulate that canonicals were obligatory attire for
clergy when officiating at services, but the regulation was more honored
in the breach than in the observance. In 1998, imposition of this mode of
dress upon guest rabbis officiating at weddings in synagogues that continued to adhere to the practice had become a source of contention.69 It was
ironic, but perhaps hardly surprising, that, at a time when clerical robes
had already been discarded by the great majority of functionaries among
Reform clergy,70 they were still cherished by the British United Synagogue which remained a bastion of conservatism.
66

See Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “Response: The Rabbinate,” L’Eylah, vol. 2, no. 5
(Spring, 5743), 23-24 and “Zero Response: The Rabbinate,” L’Eylah, vol. 2, no. 6
(Autumn, 5744), 21-24.
67
“Zero Response,” 22.
68
Ibid., 23.
69
See Ruth Rothenberg, “New Rabbis’ Distress Over Need to Dress to Impress,”
The Jewish Chronicle (London), November 20, 1998, 19.
70
Accurate data on the wearing of robes in American Reform congregations is
difficult to obtain but it is generally believed that, although the majority of Reform
functionaries in the United States do not wear clerical robes throughout the year,
many still do so on the High Holy Days. Personal communication of Sue Ann
Wasserman, then Director of the Department of Religious Living, Union of American
Hebrew Congregations (currently rabbi of Temple Beth David of the South Shore,
MA), August 7, 2001.
Several past surveys of worship practice in the Reform movement failed to address
the question. However, “Unpublished Worship Survey 2000” conducted by the
Commission on Religious Living and the Commission on Synagogue Music of the
Union of American Hebrew Congregations included one question asking which of
the following was used by worship leaders when conducting services: a kipah, a tallit,
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Nevertheless, some fifteen years later, upon stepping down from his
position as Chief Rabbi, Rabbi Sacks, in a valedictory address articulating
the role of religion in the twenty-first century, noted that the British synagogue had become transformed. Services were more informal and, “Rabbis
no longer wear canonicals.”71
CONCLUSION
Clearly, attitudes to the wearing of clerical attire by members of the
rabbinate have undergone several changes. It is quite plausible that the
initial adoption of distinctive clerical garb by rabbis in Holland and Italy
aroused little objection because of the similarity of the garments adopted
or a robe, and whether this was a matter of individual choice or congregational policy.
The responses to this question indicated that 78% of worship leaders wore a kipah
and a tallit while only 38% wore a robe. In terms of congregational policy, 14% of
congregations required the worship leader to wear a kipah, 16% required a tallit
and only 12% required a robe. I am indebted to Sue Wasserman for a copy of that
unpublished survey.
In 2001, this writer conducted a very informal and limited inquiry in the form of
a brief email questionnaire seeking information regarding the prevalence of robes
among Reform and Liberal functionaries in the United Kingdom. I am very grateful
to Dr. Tony Bayfield, then Chief Executive of the Reform Synagogues of Great Britain,
currently President of what is now known as the Movement for Reform Judaism, who
suggested the questionnaire and graciously assisted in forwarding it to members of
the Reform and Liberal clergy in England. I received answers from 24 respondents,
8 of whom were women. The sample is too small to be significant but it should be
noted, as Tony Bayfield commented, “I can’t think why those who do reply should be
a biased sample on this issue, so whatever percentage response you get should reflect
the whole” (email communication of August 10, 2001). Nine of the twenty-four
respondents wrote that they never wear clerical robes. Of those, two had worn robes
in the past, but did so no longer. Nine respondents wrote that they wore a traditional
kittel on the High Holy Days, while another nine answered that they wore white
robes on the High Holy Days. Only seven of the twenty-four respondents replied that
they wore robes when conducting weekly services. However, fifteen of the twentyfour noted that they wore robes when officiating at weddings and/or funerals (of
these, only nine wore the robes for weddings, fifteen for funerals). Of interest, in
response to the query of where the robes were purchased, most of those who wore
robes replied that they obtained them from purveyors of religious supplies, three from
purveyors of academic garments, and one directly from a supplier of the Church of
England. One female respondent wrote, “I think you should have included a question
‘I don’t wear robes because…,’ and added the following pointed comment, “I do not
wear robes because I do not feel that it is appropriate for me to wear special garments
which separate me from the congregation. I am a rabbi and not a priest. On the High
Holy Days I wear a Kittel because it is appropriate to the High Holy Days and which
[sic] may be worn by any Jew at this time.”
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by rabbis to those of physicians and jurists. Later, when such professional
clothing was no longer common, the similarity to Christian practice was
more pronounced and hence was decried as emulation of gentile practices. As the attire became increasingly identified with Reform clergy,
whose intention was indeed to pattern themselves upon church practice,
Orthodox opposition became more vociferous. In contemporary times,
in which formal attire by clergy of all denominations is increasingly abandoned, the rabbinical gown has by and large fallen into disuse.
It is not at all surprising that trends in clothing and apparel change
rapidly over time. Elegant robes of yesteryear may today appear pompous
and off-putting. One should not be astonished that ritual practices patterned upon popular modes of conduct are subject to shifts and fluctuations. Yesterday’s high fashion very soon becomes outmoded.
But, from a Jewish point of view, are rabbinic robes a distinction or a
dishonor? In Italy the rabbinic clerical garb may have come to be viewed
as Jewish rather than Catholic since “no priest ever dressed like an Italian
rabbi.”72 Elsewhere, it was clearly seen as resembling Protestant garb and
sometimes deemed an offensive imitation of church practice.73 In England, in particular, where Jewish ministers also took to wearing a Roman
clerical collar the practice was incontrovertibly patterned on the dress of
the Christian clergy of that country.
Asher Salah is correct in concluding that clerical garb was not a central
issue in early counter-Reform debates as may be inferred from the fact that
some Orthodox authorities adopted such dress. He misses the point, however, in assuming that there were no objections to such attire during the
first half of the nineteenth century.74 While not a central issue, refusal on
the part of religious authorities to accept the wearing of clerical robes with
equanimity predates the Michalowitz protests. Even the non-Orthodox
commented ironically on the evolving sartorial style. As early as April 1823,
in a letter to a friend, the sharp-witted Heinrich Heine, with his keen eye
for hypocrisy, mocked the new Reform preachers in his satirical bent. He
was suspicious of their motivation and, admitting that “we no longer have
the power to wear a beard, to fast, to hate…,” scoffed at the theatrical recostuming of Judaism “wearing white bands in place of a beard.”75 Some
twenty years later, the Orthodox District Rabbi of Sulzburg wrote similarly
that Beffchen may symbolize the white beards of rabbis of the past—beards
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that perhaps represented maturity and wisdom—but Beffchen may be worn
by a callow youth and do not represent anything at all.76 More significantly,
one should bear in mind the discomfiture with wearing the robe expressed
by Rabbi Bamberger77 and the critical reaction to specific details of the
dress of Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch.78
One may indeed wonder why Rabbi Hirsch, who staunchly championed
strict adherence to prescriptions of rabbinic law and reviled changes in ritual,
scathingly excoriating even those who would eliminate recitation of
piyyutim—poetic sections of the prayer service whose omission is not at all
forbidden by Halakha—should have embraced the wearing of a clerical robe.
An insight into his motivation may perhaps be gleaned from a two-part
article penned by his contemporary, Rabbi Dr. Hermann Lipschutz, and
published in R. Hirsch’s journal, Jeschurun. In his depiction of the rabbinate, “Die moderne Rabbinismus” (“The Modern Rabbinate”), Part I, “Wie
er ist” (“As It Is”), Lipschutz derides the typical modern clergyman, bedecked in robe and white bands, proud possessor of a doctorate and elegant
preacher, but lacking even a minimal competence in rabbinic or talmudic
learning.79 In a sequel, R. Lipschutz then articulates his vision of the ideal
modern rabbinate, “Wie er sein soll” (“As It Should Be”), and depicts an
individual learned in every aspect of rabbinic law in the manner of an oldtime rabbi, but outwardly modern; an individual in essence, in thought, act
and teaching, identical to the traditional rabbi of yore but different in his
external demeanor. In relating to the outer world the old-time rabbi was
ineffective; in that respect alone, argues R. Lipschutz, was his image deficient. But, unfortunately, this lack of understanding for the outer trappings
of modernity and Western culture had alienated many and caused them,
mistakenly, to view the traditional rabbi as irrelevant to their lives.80
It was this misperception that R. Hirsch was determined to correct.
He was eloquent in his espousal of unadulterated religious practice and
effusive in his reverence for rabbinic scholarship but was, at the same
time, passionate in advocating a rabbinate that would demonstrate an
understanding and acceptance of the cultural trends of the time. Thus,
the idea of a rabbi garbed in the clerical attire of the day yet upholding
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Torah and mitsvot in all their splendor appealed to his imagination as but
another way to render Orthodoxy attractive, to stem the then rising tide
of defection to Reform and to demonstrate the viability of a forwardlooking Orthodoxy. Rabbi Hirsch’s intent in wearing the robe was lehagdil Torah u-le-ha’adirah.
In this context, one must emphasize that R. Hirsch’s teacher, R. Jacob
Ettlinger, a preeminent talmudist and unimpeachable, revered halakhic authority, had himself worn a robe. With that precedent, Rabbi Hirsch need
have had no qualms regarding the halakhic permissibility of the practice.
Nevertheless, to many other Orthodox figures wearing of canonicals
remained a distasteful, even servile, mimicry of other religions. They saw
no merit in an attempt to change Jewish practice in any manner in order
to make it more aesthetically appealing.
In the years since the sociological and religious controversies of the
nineteenth century the Jewish people have experienced global catastrophe
and cataclysmic upheavals. Among the many transformations that time has
wrought, thankfully, many of today’s youth have regained a healthy measure of Jewish pride. The late Michael Wyschograd related that several decades ago a group of his peers used to travel regularly from their Brooklyn
neighborhood to classes at Columbia University. Upon exiting the subway
at Broadway and 116th Street they would surreptitiously remove their yarmulkes before entering the awe-inspiring precincts of the campus. A generation later, however, his own son tells of regularly observing bareheaded
students stepping out of the subway station and donning kippot as they near
the Columbia campus. The distinctive head-covering is no longer perceived
as a badge of shame and a source of self-consciousness but as a symbol of
privileged identification and a claim to distinction.81
In the twenty-first century, in an era in which many among the Jews
who visit the synagogue have rediscovered an appreciation of their heritage, they unabashedly seek to pray in the manner consecrated over the
ages. Their garb—and the garb in which they see their religious functionaries attired—is a head covering, tallit and tefillin. Regarding Jews wearing such garb the Talmud teaches82 that the scriptural passage testifies,
“And all the peoples of the earth shall see that the name of the Lord is
called upon you”83 and they may justifiably be hailed as “Israel in whom
I will be glorified.”84
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