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Cosmetic Powder on Shabbat
Rabbi]. David Bleich

T

he use of most cosmetics including, but not limited to,
lipstick, rouge, mascara, eyeshadow, as well as cleansing and
moisturizing creams, on the SaJ:>bath is forbidden. The application
of cosmetics prepared in slick or pressed block form involves a
biblically proscribed act of memachek, or "scraping." Included in
the prohibition is not only the reduction of a solid substance to a
powder, but also removing the roughness from the surface of a
material by means of grinding, polishing, rubbing or smoothing. A
second prohibition, which applies to liquid makeup no less than to
cosmetics prepared in a solid state, is tsove'a or "dyeing." All
manner of dyeing, painting and coloring is forbidden on the
Sabbath.
There is, however, some controversy with regard to the
circumstances under which the act of coloring or painting
constitutes a biblical infraction and the circumstances under which
such an act constitutes a rabbinic infraction. Rambam 1 maintains
that only the application of a pigment or coloring agent which
causes a "permanent" change in the color of the object to which it
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is applied constitutes a biblically proscribed act. According to
Rambam, the use of a coloring agent in circumstances in which the
color produced is not durable (eino mitkayyem) is not biblically
proscribed but is forbidden by rabbinic decree. [The precise
definition of rnitkayyem (lit: "permanent" or "enduring") with
respect to Sabbath laws is the subject of some doubt among latterday authorities. Mishnah Berurah 1 questions whether the term is to
be understood literally, i.e., as connoting permanent pigmentation,
or whether adherences of the coloring substances for the period "of
the Sabbath day" renders the color "rnitkayyem." In another
context,3 he suggests that only an effect which is quasi-permanent
or intended to endure for an extended period of time is to be
regarded as mitkayyem. Minchat Chinuch ~ regards adherence for
even a brief period (zrnan mah) as mitkayyem.'] A coloring agent
which adheres for even a minimal period of time is generally
regarded as being in the category of eino mitkayyem.
Sefer Mitsvot Gadol and Sefer Yere'im disagree with Rambam
and maintain that, when there is intent to paint or color a substance
or object, the act is forbidden by virtue of biblical law even if the
intention is only for a temporary or transitory pigmentation. Hence,
according to all authorities, application of liquid as well as solidstate cosmetics on Shabbat constitutes a forbidden form of
"dyeing;" the sole dispute is whether the prohibition is biblical or
rabbinic in nature. Thus, Chayyei Adam 6 states that a woman "who
paints her face or hands" incurs a rabbinic transgression according
to Rambam even though the "paint" is a substance lacking in
durability (davar she-dna mitkayyem), while according to Sefer
Mifsvot Gadol the infraction is biblical "since such is the wont of
women (keivan she-darkan bekach). However, Mishnah Berurah'
rules that the "painting" or "dyeing" involved in the application of
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cosmetics is rabbinic in nature by virtue of an entirely different
consideration, Le., Mishnah Berurah rules that the painting of the
human skin on Shabbat involves a rabbinic, rather than a biblical,
transgression even if the coloration is designed to be "permanent"
in nature. s
In an early responsum, Rabbi Moses Feinstein 9 explicitly
affirms the prohibition against the use of lipstick on Shabbat
whether in a solid or in a liquid (i.e., lip gloss) form. Rabbi
Feinstein, however, adds a further comment; "But to cast (lizrok)
white powder on the face which does not remain at all (she-eino
mitkayyem klal), this does not involve a prohibition of 'dyeing:" It
has been generally assumed that Rabbi Feinstein's ruling reflects no
major halachic novel/um, but was predicated upon the entirely
empirical presumption that talcum powder, when "cast upon the
face," does not adhere to the skin but instead tends to fall off. A
similar ruling was much earlier recorded by R. Abraham Chaim
Noe in his halachic compendium, Ketsot ha-Shulchan. lO
This is certainly the vein in which Rabbi Feinstein's ruling was
construed by the Oebrecziner Rav, R. Moshe Stem. l1 The
Oebrecziner Rav permits the use of white powder on Shabbat but
forbids the use of colored powder. While signifying his agreement
with Rabbi Feinstein's ruling regarding the use of white powder on
Shabbal, the Debrecziner Rav takes sharp issue with R. Ephraim
Padawer,12 who quotes Rabbi Feinstein as permitting the use of
colored powder as well. The Debrecziner Rav protests, "In truth,
19gerot Mosheh explicitly permits only white powder ... I do not
know on what basis the author wrote in his name the opposite of
his words which are explicit in his work (lggerot Mosheh, Drach
Chayyim, 1, no. 114)."
The practical effect of this ruling is rather dubious since it does
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not seem to be the case that women customarily utilize talcum
powder or white face powder as a cosmetic other than in
conjunction with other cosmetic agents which do adhere to the skin.
Although the practical application of this halachic ruling is not
enhanced thereby, it appears to this writer that the consideration
that women do /lot customarily use talcum powder as a coloring
agent in and of itself renders the practice permissible. Mishnah
Berurah 303:79 and 320:58 points out that the prohibition against
"dyeing" is applicable only with regard to a substance which is
customarily used for dyeing or coloring purposes. Thus, there is no
restriction against handling foodstuffs, such as cherries and the
like, which stain the skin. Similarly, Mishnah Berurah 303:79 rules
that a male may apply colored substances to his face since it is not
the custom for men to use such substances for purposes of coloring
or staining. Thus, there is no question that talcum powder may be
applied to the body of a child on the Sabbath and, arguably, such
powder may be used by women as well on the grounds that it is not
the usual practice to use talcum powder as a coloring agent. In a
like manner, R. Yechezkel Posen, Seier Kitsur Hi/chot Shabbat
21:4, writes: "Nevertheless, it may be permiued [to a woman] to
apply that powder (face powder) to her face in order [to absorb]
sweat if the color of the powder is the same as the color of the skin
... since her intention is not for coloring."
The language of his earlier responsum notwithstanding. Rabbi
Feinstein, in a brief item apperaing in Le- Torah ve-Hora'ah, no. 7
(Elul 5737), p. 28, declares that his earlier ruling applies with equal
force to "colored powder" as well. Were the ruling understood as
applying only to colored powder possessing the selfsame property
ascribed to the "white powder" discussed in fggerot Mosheh, Le.,
colored powder "which does not remain at all," the permissive
conclusion could readily be explained. The prohibition against
dyeing applies only in situtations in which the coloring agent
adheres to the surface upon which it is applied. Accordingly, the
application of colored powder "which does not remain at all," but
which falls off without adhering to the skin, would appear to be
e'ntirely permissible. This conclusion would also appear to be
consistent with the ruling of Ketsot ha-Shulchan. Although, in
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formulating his ruling, Ketsot ha-Shulchan sanctions only the use
of "powder" and explicitly forbids the use of a colored base, he
permits the use of powder on Shabbat on the grounds that "it is
dry and does not adhere firmly (ve-einah mitdabbeket dibbuk
gamur) to the skin of the face." It would follow that colored
powder of a similar nature would also be permissible. Nevertheless,
two extraneous questions would be in order: one, empirical; the
second, pragmatic. 1) Is such a powder commercially available? 2)
What cosmetic purpose would be served by use of such a powder?
Further clarification of Rabbi Feinstein's position is contained
in a letter reproduced and translated in the October-November,
1984, issue of Jewish Woman's Outlook. Rabbi Feinstein states that
upon "testing and investigation" it appears that blanket permission
cannot be given for the use of even "white powder" since most
powders sold as cosmetics contain an oil base which causes powder
to adhere to the skin. Rabbi Feinstein reports, however, that there
are indeed some cosmetic powders which do not remain on the skin
and, hence, use of those powders is permissible. He cautions,
however, that "without experience in assessing a matter of this
nature it is difficult to make a determination."
The item which appears in Jewish Woman's Outlook includes
an addendum enumerating specific cosmetic powders which
purportedly conformed to the criteria specified by Rabbi Feinstein,
viz., cosmetic powders which do not adhere to the skin. Hence,
consistent with Rabbi Feinstein's ruling, the use of those cosmetics
on the Sabbath is permitted. Those products were tested by Rabbi
David Weinberger, a member of the koleI of the Rabbinical
Seminary of America and a highly competent scholar in his own
right. Rabbi Weinberger cautions that "no base or water be applied
to the face" prior to the application of the powder. Quite obviously,
such application would have the effect of causing the powder to
adhere to the skin. Ketsot ha-Shulchan U notes that, for the same
reason, powder may not be applied on Shabbat even if the cosmetic
base has been applied prior to the Sabbath.
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Attempts to confirm the findings reported in lewish Woman's
Outlook were unsuccessful. Five of the cosmetic powders approved
for Sabbath use were selected at random and applied to the surface
of the skin. In each case the color remained clearly visible for
periods varying between 60 and 90 minutes. Ordinary talcum
powder was found to be recognizable for 45 minutes subsequent to
application. An attempt was made to remove those products by
brushing and rubbing the skin lightly. No appreciable difference
was found in the effort required to remove the approved substances
as distinct from the effort required to remove non-approved
substances. To be sure, since such tests do not lend themselves to
precise quantification, the assessment of the results is largely
subjective. Nevertheless, it would appear to this writer that those
substances are encompassed within the category of davar she-eino
mitkayyem, i.e., substances which adhere but which do not adhere
for an extended period of time, and hence the use of such
substances is proscribed de minimus by virtue of rabbinic decree.
It should be noted that Iggerot Mosheh's permissive ruling
regarding the use of talcum powder has been challenged by at least
one prominent authority. R. Joshua Neuwirth 14 quotes the noted
Jerusalem scholar, R. Shlomoh Zalman Auerbach, as forbidding
even the use of talcum powder on the Sabbath "for whenever there
is intention to color even for a short period of time on what basis
[are there grounds) to permit [the practice]?" Rabbi Auerbach's
ruling is predicated upon two empirical presumptions, both of
which are entirely cogent: 1) Talcum powder, when applied to the
face, is designed to modify skin color. 2) Talcum powder does
adhere to the face for at least a minimal period of time.
R. Israel Abraham Landau, Teshuvot Bet Yisra'el, (Brooklyn,
5736), no. 56, forbids the use of talcum powder on different
grounds. The Palestinian Talmud l ' declares that application of a
substance designed to enhance the white color of the face
constitutes a forbidden form of melaben, I.e., "whitening" or
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cleaning. However. R. Yeshayah Kaufman, writing in a publication
of the kale! of New Square, Zera Emet, Iyar 5744, points out that
Amudei Yerushalayirn, ad locum, records a variant reading of the
text of the Palestinian Talumud which completely changes the
meaning of that statement. Moreover, accepting the published
version of the text, R. Mordecai Briskl~ shows that this position is
rejected by the Babylonian Talmud.
Teshuvot Maharam Brisk l7 accepts the premise that application
of talcum powder is designed 10 effect some change in facial color
but nevertheless permits its use on Shabbat. Maharam Brisk bases
his ruling upon a determination that the painting or coloring of
human skin is prohibited only by virtue of rabbinic decree and that
use of a davar she-eino mitkayyem is similarly forbidden only by
virtue of rabbinic decree. He further adduces authorities who
maintain that, although deepening or enhanCing an already existing
color on Shabbat is forbidden, such an act is not forbidden by
biblical law but is proscribed only by rabbinic edict. The application
of white powder to the skin is designed to enhance or highlight the
natural color of the skin. Since it enhances an already existing color
but does not change the basic color, such an act, argues Maharam
Brisk, is only rabbinically enjoined even if its effect would be
permanent. Hence, application of talcum powder on Shabbat would
be forbidden only upon a configuration of three rabbinic decrees: 1)
a prohibition against coloring by means of a davar she-eino
mitkayyem; 2) a prohibition against painting or coloring human
skin; and 3) a prohibition against enhancing an already existing
color. Although Maharam Brisk concedes that acts involving a
configuration of two rabbinic edicts are indeed proscribed, he
asserts that rabbinic legislation does not forbid acts involving the
configuration of three rabbinic decreesY·. Maharam Brisk forbids
the application of colored powder on Shabbat since such use would
involve a configuration of only two rabbinic prohibitions.
Although the consideration is not applicable to the ordinary
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use of cosmetics, there may be grounds for permitting the use of
cosmetic agents designed to hide a disfiguring birthmark or skin
blemish when the cosmetic is applied by a non-Jew. Tosafol'B
declare that a condition which causes a person embarrassment of a
magnitude such that the individual is ashamed to appear in public
constitutes a form of grave pain. Thus, the psychological anguish
which may result from not being able to engage in normal social
intercourse is halachically regarded as a form of severe pain. A
person experiencing such pain is, arguably, in the category of a
patient afflicted by a "sickness of the entire body" on whose behalf
a non-Jew may be directed to perform an otherwise forbidden act as
recorded in Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayyim. 19 Indeed, were the
remedy to involve an act forbidden only by virtue of rabbinic edict,
the act might be performed even by a Jew provided that it is
performed in an unusual manner, e.g., by use of the left hand.
However, as stated by Mishnah Berurahw only rabbinically
proscribed acts may be performed in an unusual manner under such
circumstances. Therefore, since cosmetics generally utilized for such
purposes require use of substances involving the prohibition of
memachek, they may be applied only by a non~Jew. A liquid
substance which does not involve the prohibition of memachek is,
minimally, a davar she-eino mirkayyem, the use of which, for some
authorities, as indicated earlier, entails a biblical prohibition of
"dyeing" and, if designed to adhere for a significant period of time,
the use of such a substance constitutes a biblical transgression
according to other authorities as well. In light of those
considerations, a substance designed to cover a disfiguring blemish
should be applied only by a non~Jew.
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