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UNPLEASANT ODOURS AS DISCUSSED IN RABBINIC LITERATURE 

WITH ACCOMPANYING SCIENTIFIC BACKGROUND 

It is written in the Torah "And you should cover that which comes out of you [faeces] 

…  your camp should be holy.”1 From this we learn that it is forbidden according to the 

Torah to recite any tephillot (prayers) or berachot (blessings) in the presence of human 

faeces, and in addition, in the surrounding area of their odours. 

In this paper we shall attempt to look at the various halachot (Jewish laws) 

concerning a whole variety of unpleasant odours and examine the associated scientific 

material. 

Odours 

It is first necessary to understand general information on odours and especially on their 

intensity and tone.  The Almighty gave man five senses, one of them being the sense of 

smell. There are some smells, including those of spices, trees, flowers, and fruits, which 

are so pleasant that one is obliged to recite a berachah when smelling them.2 

In order for something to have a smell, it must be able to give off molecules 

which are generally light volatile chemicals, in the main organic compounds, sulphides 

and ammonia, which then float through the air until they enter the nasal orifices. These 

molecules then stimulate the sensory cells in the nose, which pass on an electrical 

impulse to the brain. The brain then interprets patterns in electrical activity as specific 

odours.3 The molecules leave the source and float through the air by a process of 

"diffusion". Diffusion is the movement of molecules from a region of high 

concentration to a region of low concentration.4  Hence, it is possible to detect an odour 

at a distance from its source. In 1855 Adolf Fick formulated in mathematical terms his 

laws of diffusion which enable one to measure the amount of a substance that will flow 

through a unit area during a unit time interval.5 There are two factors, (relevant to this 

paper) relating to odours. They are the intensity and the tone of the odour. The intensity 

of an odour can range from "very faint and not annoying" to "[very strong and] 

extremely annoying".6 This subject has been researched quantitatively and from the law 

of Stevens7 (based on the Weber-Fechner law8) there is (in simplified terms) a 

proportionality between the intensity of an odour and the concentration of the molecules 

 
1 Chumash Devarim 23:14-15 
2 Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim [henceforth: SA OC] 216 
3 Gloria Rodriguez-Gil, M.Ed., “The Powerful Sense of Smell,” reSources, (California Deaf-Blind   
   Services), spring 2004, vol.11 no.2, pp.1-3 
4 The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, "Diffusion," (internet) 
5  Steven L. Jacques et al, “Diffusion theory, Fick’s 1st law of diffusion,” (Oregon Graduate Institute, 1998,  
  (internet) 
6 Morris Forman Wastewater Treatment Plant Community Odor Survey, (MSD & Webster  
   Environmental Associates Inc.), 1999-2000, slide no.6  
7 Steven M. LaValle, “Stevens’ power law,” Virtual Reality, (internet) 
8 R. D. Portugal et al, “Weber-Fechner Law and the Optimality of the Logarithmic Scale,” Minds and  
  Machines, Journal for Artificial Intelligence, Philosophy and Cognitive Science, (Springer/ Kluwer  
  Academic Pub: Dordrecht, Netherlands), February 2011, pp.73-81  
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making up this odour. The tone of an odour, (as given in the Hedonic tone assessment) 

has a scale rating an odour from "pleasant" to "unpleasant".9 An odour can thus be 

unpleasant but of low intensity so that it does not annoy an average person.10 
 

Following this scientific introduction, we can now start to understand the 

halachot concerning unpleasant odours. 

Human Faeces 

The Torah forbids reciting any tephillot or berachot or learning Torah, even in a foreign 

language, in the vicinity of human faeces.11 The definition of “vicinity” is as far as one 

can see to the front, and four amot (about 2 metres) both to the sides and behind.12 It is 

also forbidden in an area where one can smell the odour from the faeces plus a further 

four amot in any direction.13 

What is the origin of the odour of human faeces? In the latter stages of digestion, 

which occurs in the digestive tract, there are countless micro-organisms. These produce 

a number of odourant volatiles, namely, hydrogen sulphide, mercaptans, indole and 

skatole, which then pass out of the body together with the faeces and give it the 

unpleasant odour. 14 The longer the food remains in the digestive tract, the greater will 

be the concentration of these odourant volatiles and thus according to Stevens’ law, the 

intensity of the odour. The time food spends in the digestive tract depends on the nature 

of the food.15 For example, fruits and vegetables have a short transit time, whilst beef, 

lamb and hard cheese have a much longer one.16  

We can see from the Torah that davening (praying) is only prohibited in the 

presence of uncovered faeces.17 Thus, if the faeces were in a glass container (even 

though transparent) or in a hole in the ground covered by a foot, it would not then be 

forbidden to daven in that area.18 Since the faeces were then covered by the glass or the 

foot, the molecules of the odourous volatiles would not be able to escape and there 

would therefore be no odour in the area, thus permitting one to daven there. If, however, 

 
9 Kirsten Sucker et al., “Odor frequency and odor annoyance. Part 1: assessment of frequency, 
   intensity and hedonic tone of environmental odors in the field,” International Archives of  
   Occupational and Environmental Health, May 2008, vol.81, issue 6, pp.671-682;  
10 Morris Forman, op. cit.; One could mention in passing that the intensity and tone of an odour have 

    merited much world-wide research and attention since there is a general objection to  

    noticeable odours, such as from faulty sewage, chemicals and petroleum+. 
11 Mishnah Berurah [henceforth: MB] 76:2 
12 SA OC 79:1 
13 Ibid. 
14 The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Feces – Biology,” (internet)”  
15 Healthwise Staff, “Bowel Transit Time,” (Michigan Medicine, University of Michigan), 28 March 
    2019, (internet) 
16 “Digestion Time of various foods in the stomach,” Wednesday 20 June 2012, (internet); “How Long  

    Different Foods Take to Digest and Why It’s Important to Know,” (Bright Side), (internet). [There is a  

    similarity here with the time one must wait between meat and milk and vice versa.] 
17 Chumash Devarim 23:14 
18 SA OC 76:1-2; MB 76:1 



4 
 

the faeces were not hermetically sealed off and the molecules could escape producing 

an odour in the area, the prohibition of davening in the area would still apply. 

Should the human faeces have dried to such an extent that when thrown they 

would become desiccated, they would then be regarded as dust and one may then daven 

beside them,19 since, due to the desiccation, the microbial action stops very quickly and 

there is therefore no longer an unpleasant odour.20  

Baby's Faeces 

There is a chapter in Shulchan Aruch on baby’s faeces, which gives the stage in the life 

of the child at which one must distance oneself from its faeces and urine. This stage is 

reached when the child is able to consume a quantity of grain (namely, wheat, barley, 

spelt, oats, rye) the size of an olive in a short span of time.21 Different Rabbinical 

opinions give this span of time a range of from 2 to 9 minutes.22  

The reason for distancing from the faeces of a child only from the stage when 

he can consume grain under such conditions is that the intensity of the odour of faeces 

depends on the child’s diet. 

How does all this fit in today with the current practice of feeding babies? So 

long as the baby is fed exclusively on mother's milk, his faeces will be of a yellowish 

colour and almost odourless and even have a sweetish smell,23 and there is therefore no 

problem in davening even in the presence of his faeces.  

However, in some cases the baby is not being breast fed, but instead is being 

bottle fed with formula. In such a case it is more difficult for the baby to digest this 

formula and this results in his faeces being a paler yellow and having a more intense 

odour.24 

The next question is for how long a baby should be breast fed? The halachic 

sources give a specific length of time. This is written about by Rabbi Efraim ben 

Shmuel Danvil haKasher in his book entitled “Adnei Paz,”25 where he rules that it is 

forbidden to stop breast feeding before a child is 24 months.26  

One could mention that the minimum age for weaning - 24 months plus – as 

given by the “Adnei Paz,” is today given by the World Health Organization (WHO), 

 
19 SA OC 82:1 
20 Question submitted to Wikipedia Reference Desk – Science, 2 March 2016, Odor of Human Feces 
21 SA OC 81:1  
22 Shiurai hamitzvot - “kedai achilat pras,” Encyclopaedia Yehudit, (Michlelet Herzog, Da’at, Limudei  
    yahadut v’Ruach) 
23 BabyCenter staff, “Introducing solids,” (BabyCenter: San Francisco, California), September 2017, 
    (internet); BabyCenter Editorial Team, “Baby poop guide,” (BabyCenter: San Francisco, California), 
    August 2019, (internet) 
24 Tommee Tippee, “Baby poop – color, texture and smell, Baby poop when Bottle Feeding,”  
    (Mayborn Group, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England), 2019, (internet) 
25 Rabbi Efraim ben Shmuel Danvil ha Kesher, Adnei Paz, (Altona, 1743), chap.87 dibur hamatchil:  
   “ulda’ati” 
26 It is not forbidden to breast feed a child over 24 months old and the Shulchan Aruch states that under 

    certain circumstances a healthy child breast feeds until the age of 4 years and a weak child till the  

    age of 5years. (SA YD 81:7). 
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and is adopted by many mothers, some of whom even continue breast feeding (together 

with complementary foods) well beyond the child’s second birthday.27  

A question which arises from this ruling of the “Adnei Paz” is, does this mean 

that the child is fed exclusively on mother's milk until the age of 24 months or is this 

milk complemented with solid foods. The difference is that if the mother's milk is 

complemented by other foods, the faeces could have an unpleasant odour and thus 

require a distancing before davening in the vicinity of this odour. 

What is the present practice regarding complementing the mother's milk with 

other foods? In other words, at what age does a baby start eating solid food? Until about 

the 1920s, babies were usually fed exclusively on mother's milk and it was considered 

harmful by many pediatrics to give them any other food before the age of one year.28 It 

would thus seem that under such conditions there were no problems with odourous 

faeces. At a later period, views changed and it was proposed that from the age of 6 

months solid food should gradually be added to the baby's diet,29 and this seems to be 

the general practice today. However, there have been many discussions and trials on 

feeding babies until the age of one year (or even above that age) on mother's milk 

exclusively.30  

At the other extreme, there is a paper from the 1950s which reports on the 

feeding of babies who are just a few days old on cereal.31 Another paper refers to giving 

solid food to babies just a week or two after birth.32 There is also a report of giving 

desiccated steak to babies at one to three weeks of age.33 Thus such babies by this age 

might well have odourous faeces.  

What are the solid foods which are today given to the baby and at what age? 

One of the first foods is a cereal34 – sometimes but not always a grain – and this causes 

the faeces to have a greater odour intensity. Being a grain, this coordinates well with 

the halachah of when to distance from a baby's faeces. 

One should mention that the term "cereal" is not limited to grain but includes 

rice cereal and soya cereal.35 Such cereals are not included in the halachic definition of 

grain, and one might thus be able to argue that if a baby could eat such cereals in the 

quantity and time stated above, there would be no obligation to distance oneself from 

 
27 “Nutrition - Exclusive breastfeeding.” (World Health Organization), (internet)  
28 Report by the Committee on Nutrition “On the Feeding of Solid Foods to Infants,” Pediatrics,  
   (American Academy of Pediatrics), April 1958, vol.21, [henceforth: Pediatrics 1958] p.685 
29 Report by the Committee on Nutrition “On the Feeding of Supplementary Foods to Infants,”  
    Pediatrics, op. cit. June 1980 vol.65 no.6, pp.1178-1179 
30 “My one-year-old is exclusively breastfed. Are there other mothers that still exclusively breastfeed  
    at this age?” (Quora, an American question-and-answer website), September 2014, (internet);  
    Thread: Exclusive Breastfeeding for a Year, May 2010, (internet) 
31 Pediatrics 1958, p.686 
32 Robert Deisher et al, “A study of early and later introduction of solids into the infant diet,” The  
    Journal of Pediatrics, (University of Washington Child Health Center), August 1954, vol.45 issue 2  
    p.191  
33 Pediatrics 1958, p.687 
34 Pediatrics 1980, p.1179 
35 Ibid. 
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their faeces. Could this mean that the odour from their faeces is less intense than that 

from grain fed babies?  

Cereal given to the baby is usually mixed with a liquid and is thus somewhat 

fluid. In halachah there is a difference between solids and liquids, regarding the time 

span and quantity that must be consumed for a berachah acharonah (berachah recited 

after eating food) to be recited.36 Does this mean that if the baby can consume an “olive 

size” of this fluid cereal in the allotted span of time then one must distance oneself from 

his faeces, or that since the cereal is fluid this criterion is not relevant? The Poskim 

(Rabbinical authorities) of today are divided on this question. Rabbi Yosef Shalom 

Eliashiv held that it is regarded as a liquid and hence one would not have to distance 

oneself, whereas in contrast, Rabbi Nissim Karelitz held that if one could drink the “size 

of an olive” of the liquid in the time taken to drink a “revi’it” (average opinion: about 

120 mls), one would have to distance oneself.37   

Food given to a baby is not limited to a grain cereal; it could well be various 

other foods such as pureed sweet potatoes, bananas, peaches and pears. These foods 

will cause the baby's faeces to be more like an adult's and thus the intensity of the odour 

of the faeces will increase, hence one would have to distance oneself from the baby.38 

So why should the Gemara specifically mention a "grain". Maybe this was the basic 

food then given to a baby, or alternatively, perhaps even if the eating of the grain in this 

period of time did not make the faeces have an unpleasant odour, one would still have 

to distance oneself from the faeces, in the same way as one may not daven in the vicinity 

of certain chamber pots even if they are completely clean and odourless.39   

The Shulchan Aruch does not give the actual age of a baby as to when it 

becomes forbidden to daven in the vicinity of its faeces. However, a number of Poskim 

do give various ages. Rav Yaacov Emden in his book Migdal Oz gives the age of one 

year.40 At a later date the Misgeret Hashuchan on the Kitzur Shulchan Aruch states that 

in places where they give the baby grain with milk, the age is three months old,41 

whereas the Shulchan Melachim42 decrees an even lower age of ten weeks, and in the 

case where the mother is unable to breast feed the baby, one should be strict as to its 

faeces from the age of four weeks. These Poskim obviously came to these conclusions 

after a practical examination of the odour of the baby's faeces, and the reasons for their 

different quoted ages very likely arose from the different diets given to babies at 

different periods and locations.  

 
36 Rabbi Alexander Aryeh Mandelbaum, Vezot Haberachah, (Jerusalem, 5760), p.43 
37 Dirshu on SA OC vol.1, (Dirshu Hashem v’uzo: Jerusalem, Kislev 5774), chap.81 para.2 
38 Introducing solids, op. cit.  
39 SA OC 87:1; MB 87:1 
40 Rabbi Yaakov Emden, Migdal Oz, (Zhitomir, Ukraine, 5634) Birchot Horai, peleg 9, 2 achar 
    shena'aseh ben shana… 
41 Rabbi Chaim Yeshaya Hakohen, Misgeret Hashulchan on Kitzur Shulchan Aruch Hashalem, part 1. 
    (Eshkol: Jerusalem), chap.5, Misgeret Hashulchan para. 3 
42 Rabbi Moshe Tzvi Landau, Shulchan Melachim, (Kleinwardein, 5691), Kitzur Shulchan Aruch, chap.5 
    Halachah l’Moshe para.35 
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Finally the most extreme opinion was that of the Magen Avraham who writes 

that it is proper to distance oneself even from the faeces of an eight day old baby.43 

Could this mean that, unlike during the period of the Gemara, an exclusively breast fed 

baby's faeces had an unpleasant odour, possibly due to the mother’s diet, or, that as we 

have seen above, even babies of a few days old were fed on cereals, possibly grain 

cereals?  

Human Urine 

According to the Torah, it is forbidden to daven in the vicinity of human urine whilst it 

is still leaving the body.44 However, once it reaches the ground, the prohibition is only 

Rabbinic.45 However, if the urine has an odour which would disturb people,46 it is 

forbidden by the Torah to daven in its vicinity. 

Urine is a liquid produced by the kidneys to remove waste products from the 

bloodstream, and it is yellowish in colour. Its chemical composition consists primarily 

of water plus urea and trace amounts of many things including enzymes, carbohydrates 

and fatty acids.47  

What gives urine its usually unpleasant odour? Fresh urine has only a very slight 

odour. However, if it is allowed to stand for period of time at room temperature, the 

bacteria in the urine will break down the urea present to form ammonia which has a 

strong odour.48 The eating of certain foods, including asparagus,49 onions and garlic, or 

suffering from certain illnesses, will also give an odour to urine.50 

One must even distance oneself from urine even if it has no odour.51 However, 

since this is only a Rabbinic restriction, one can nullify the urine by pouring a "reviyit" 

(average opinion: about 120mls) of water on it.52 However, should the urine have an 

unpleasant odour, one would have to pour a sufficient quantity of water on it in order 

to nullify the smell.53 Obviously, the more intense the odour, the more water that is 

required to reduce the odour. This can be seen from Stevens’ law, since as concentration 

 
43 Magen Avraham SA OC 81:1: He chose 8 days because that is the date of the Brit Milah, but he  
    could have specified even younger than 8 days old. (What would he write about a baby girl?!)  
44 SA OC 77; MB 77:2  
45 MB 77:2  
46 Dirshu, SA OC, op.cit, chap.77 para.6; MB 77:2 
47 The World Book Encyclopedia, (Field Enterprises Educational Corporation: Chicago), vol.17, Urine  
    p.8393 
48 Patricia Potter et al, Fundamentals of Nursing, ninth edition, (Elsevier Mosby: Missouri USA), p.1112 
49 C. Richer et al, Letters to the Editor, “Odorous urine in man after asparagus,” British Journal of  
    Clinical Pharmacology, 1989, vol.27, pp.640-41 [There are also a number of other papers on the  
    effect asparagus has on the odour of urine]  
50 Josh Baum, “Foods that Affect the Odor of Urine,” (Livestrong Foundation: Austin, Texas) (internet);  
    Mayo Clinic Staff, “Symptoms, Urine odor, Causes,” (USA), (internet) 
51 SA OC 77:1; MB 77:2  
52 Ibid. 
53 MB 87:2  
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of the urine will then be less, so will be the intensity of the odour. It has been ruled that 

one could also use a liquid other than water to nullify the smell.54  

Flatulence  

It is estimated that everybody passes gas between 10 and 20 times a day.55 This gas is 

normally formed in the colon when the bacteria there acts on the undigested foods and 

produces a number of gases.56 The non-odourous gases produced comprise nitrogen, 

hydrogen, carbon dioxide, methane and oxygen.57 The odourous part of these gases is 

less than one per cent and comes from a combination of volatile sulphur compounds, 

mainly hydrogen sulphide. Smelling these compounds can be an extremely unpleasant 

experience.58 The more concentrated the sulphur compounds, the greater the intensity 

and unpleasantness of the odour.59 (It should be noted that it was originally thought that 

the cause of the smell was from compounds such as indole, skatole and ammonia.60) 

Both the odourous and non-odourous gases are expelled from the body via the rectum. 

The quantity of gas produced depends on a number of factors. One of them is the food 

which has been consumed. Foods such as, beans, broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower and 

soy products will produce a large amount of gas.61 Experimental studies have shown 

that the amount of gas emitted in a single emission varies among individuals, probably 

because different people have different sensitivities to gaseous distention of the rectum. 

This study also showed that more gas was released during the day than when the 

individual was asleep.62  

Needless to say, for many reasons, it is advisable to reduce the quantity of gas 

passed. For this purpose, there are many medications, some of which can be purchased 

without a physician’s prescription.63 There are also medications to reduce the odour 

from the emitted gases, and these include tablets of bismuth subgallate and bismuth 

subsalicylate.64  

 
54 Dirshu, SA OC, op. cit., chap 77 para.5 
55 Dr. Michael D. Levitt et al, “Evaluation of an extremely flatulent patient: Case report and  
    diagnostic and therapeutic approach." Journal of Gastroenterology, 1998, vol.93, pp.2276-2281 
56 F. Azpiroz, “Intestinal gas dynamics: mechanisms and clinical relevance,” Gut, 2005, vol.54 issue 7,  
    pp.893-895 
57 F.L. Suarez, “Identification of gases responsible for the odour of human flatus and evaluation of a  
    devise purported to reduce this odour,” Gut, 1998 vol.43, pp.100-104 
58 Xu Beixi, “How do I stop making smells/neutralise digestive system?” (Quora an American question- 
    and-answer website), 24 January 2014, (internet) 
59 Suarez, op. cit. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Azpioz, op.cit; Harold McGee.,On Food and Cooking, (Scribner: New York, 2004), p.486 
62 J. Tomlin et al, “Investigation of normal flatus production in healthy volunteers,” Gut, June 1991, 
    vol 32 (6) pp.665-669  
63 Gwen B. Turnbill, “The Ostomy Files: The Issue of Oral Medications and a Fecal Ostomy,” Ostomy  
    Wound Management (OWM), (Health Management Publications: Pennsylvania USA), March 2005,  
     vol.51 issue 3 
64 Ibid; Dr. Justin Bailey et al, “Effective Management of Flatulence,” American Family Physician,  

    (American Academy of Family Physicians: Leawood, Kansas), 15 June 2009, vol.79 (12) pp.1098-1100  
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The passing of gas has halachic ramifications. One of them concerns Tephillin. 

One is not allowed to pass gas when wearing Tephillin and people who have problems 

in this respect are strictly limited as to the time they may wear Tephillin.65 One of the 

reasons for not sleeping with Tephillin, or not wearing them at night is that one might 

pass gas whilst wearing them.66 It would seem that even if there is no odour from these 

expelled gases, their emission would still be forbidden whilst wearing Tephillin. 

So long as there is a smell arising from the passing of gas, there are limitations 

in the recitation of tephillot (even without Tephillin) and the studying of Torah.67 The 

recitation of tephillot would have to stop until the smell had passed away. However, 

apart from the person who caused the smell, the others in the room could continue 

learning.68 

In a short responsa, Maharil Diskin writes that it is possible that if three people 

learning Torah together all pass gas at the same time giving a resultant unpleasant 

odour, they can all continue learning Torah, since the majority of the intensity of the 

smell is not from any particular one of them.69 However, this assumes that the intensity 

of the smell from each of them is identical. This is not always the case. The intensity of 

the odour depends on the concentration of the sulphides emitted during the gas 

emission. Thus if from one of them, the gas intensity is more than from the other two 

put together, it could be seen from Maharil Diskin’s ruling that these two would be able 

to continue learning since the majority of the smell is not from them, and only the one 

whose intensity of odour was greater than that of the other two put together, would have 

to stop learning until the smell had completely dispersed.  

Although the odour from flatulence is unpleasant and has halachic 

ramifications, it has recently been found by research at the University of Exeter in 

England, that hydrogen sulphide could be beneficial in small quantities to people 

suffering from certain diseases.70  

Animal Faeces and Urine 

Unlike human faeces and urine from which one must distance oneself when davening, 

the same prohibitions do not apply, with a few exceptions, to the faeces and urine of 

animals and birds.71 However, if their faeces have an unpleasant odour, the same 

halachah will apply as for human faeces.72 The reason for the difference is that the diet 

 
65 SA OC 38:2; MB 38:2 
66 SA OC 30:2; MB 30:4 
67 SA OC 79:9 
68 Ibid. 
69 Rabbi Moshe Yehoshua Yehudah Leib Diskin, Shut Maharil Diskin, (Jerusalem, 5671),  
    acharon, chap.5 para.4 
70  Science daily, “Rotten egg gas holds key to healthcase therapies,” Science News, (University of Exeter,  

    England), 9 July 2014, (internet) 
71 SA OC 79:4 
72 MB 79:4; MB, Biur Halachah OC 79, dibur hamatchil: tzoar chamor).  
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of many animals and birds is comprised of grass and similar vegetation, which results 

in odourless faeces and urine.73 Now for the exceptions: 

Donkeys: The Talmud Yerushalmi states that the soft faeces of a donkey that has come 

in from a journey will have a strong smell.74 It is also written that the urine of a donkey 

which has come in from a journey will have a strong smell.75 The Shulchan Aruch 

brings both these statements as halachah.76 One might well ask: Why soft faeces and 

why a journey? 

The greater the number of molecules associated with smell which reaches the 

nose, the greater is the intensity of the odour. When the faeces are soft, namely more 

liquid, the transfer of the molecules will obviously occur more readily and hence the 

faeces will be more odourous. Although under normal circumstance, the faeces of 

donkeys are hard, there are several things which can cause them to be soft. One is the 

eating of different or poor quality food, which could have occurred on its journey. 

Another is stress which could also be the result of a journey. Regarding the strong odour 

of the donkey's urine, the issue of coming in from a journey could indicate that the 

donkey had been working or exercising, and it could also be dehydrated which would 

cause its urine to be more concentrated and thus have a stronger odour.77  

Tarngolim aduma: Another species according to the Talmud Yerushalmi where one 

must distance oneself from their faeces is “tarngolim aduma”.78 There are differences 

of opinion as to its identification, and the bird “turkey” has been suggested,79 although 

turkey was apparently unknown in the Middle East at the period of the Talmud 

Yerushalmi.80 Due to the fact that the diet of birds generally consists of less meat and 

more fruits and vegetables,81 birds’ faeces generally do not smell, unless the bird has 

some sort of infection or illness.82. However, a change, such as feeding the chickens 

whole grains (an excellent dietary choice83) could (as with a baby) give the faeces an 

unpleasant odour. Indeed in 2014, a case was brought against a person in California for 

dumping chicken manure in a public place due to the offensive odour of the manure.84  

 
73 “Why do human feces smell so bad compared to other mammals’ feces?” (Quora, an American  
    question-and-answer website), December 2014, (internet) 
74 Talmud Yerushalmi, Masechet Berachot, perek 3 halachah 5; SA OC 79:5  
75 SA OC 79:6  
76 SA OC 79:5-6 
77 e-mails from Dr. David Hadrill, FAO Myanmar [Burma] ECTAD Country Team Leader, 24 February  

   2016, and Dr. Faith Burden, Head of Research and Pathology, The Donkey Sanctuary, UK, 24 February  

   2016 
78 SA OC 79:6 
79 MB 79:26; Dirshu, SA OC, op. cit., chap.79 para.38 
80 Rabbi Israel Meir Levinger, Modern Kosher Food Production From Animal Source (Mazon Kasher min 
    hachai), (Instuitute for Agricultural Research According to the Thora: Jerusalem, 1980, p.47 
81 Nikki Moustaki, “All You Ever Wanted to Know About Bird Poop, Why doesn’t Bird Poop Smell?”,  
    (From the Pages of Birds USA), 28 April 2015, (internet) 
82 Alyson Kalhagen, “Bird Poop 101, Odors,” (The Spruce Pets), 3 February 2019, internet) 
83 The Pet Bird Health Handbook, “Vegetables, Grains and Fruits,” (Carolina Veterinary Specialists:  
    North Carolina), p.7 
84 J. Harry Jones, “Chicken manure stink could be costly,” The San Diego Union-Tribune, 14 April 2014 
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Marten: The Talmud Yerushalmi85 writes that one must distance oneself from the 

faeces of the marten. The Peirush Mibaal Sefer Charadim86 notes that the reason that 

the marten was specifically mentioned was that it could be raised in one's house. The 

Shulchan Aruch quotes this Talmud Yerushami as halachah.87  

The marten is an agile member of the weasel family. There are a number of 

species of martens. They have bushy tails and large paws with semi retractable claws. 

They are omnivorous animals whose diet consists of squirrels, mice, rabbits, birds, fish, 

insects, and fruit.88  

During the latter part of the twentieth century research was done in Poland on 

the diet of martens that lived in the wild. The results showed that the available foods 

depended on the seasons. In the summer and autumn months their diet was mainly plant 

food, whilst in the winter and spring it was mainly animal food.89 Thus the faeces of 

the marten would have a more unpleasant odour in the winter and spring. However, this 

might well be different when, according to the Talmud Yerushalmi, martens were raised 

in the house. If they were given a meat diet throughout the year, their faeces would 

always have an unpleasant odour, since meat takes a longer time to digest than plant 

food.90  

Cat: The Shulchan Aruch91 states that the faeces of a cat (as with several other animals) 

is like that of human faeces. The Be’er Hagolah brings the source as the Talmud 

Yerushalmi,92 although actually our editions of the Yerushalmi do not mention a cat. 

Rabbeinu Yonah writes that the odour of cats’ faeces is unpleasant as that of the marten, 

and the reason that the Yerushalmi mentioned marten is that at that period they would 

raise martens in their houses in the same way as today we raise cats in our houses.93 

What makes the odour of cats faeces considerably more unpleasant than that of 

many other animals? The reason is the different diet of cats compared with many other 

animals. The main diet of herbivorous such as cows, sheep and rabbits is grass and other 

plants which are quick to digest and thus do not result in odourous faeces. In contrast, 

cats are obligate carnivores, they must eat meat. Cats, particularly those in the wild, 

therefore catch birds, rabbits, mice, squirrels, weasels, hares, and other small animals 

for their diet. The digestion time of protein containing products, such as meat, is long 

 
85 Talmud Yerushalmi, Masechet Berachot, perek 3 halachah 5 
86 Peirush m’Baal sefer Chareidim on Talmud Yerushalmi, Masechet Berachot, perek 3 halachah 5 
    dibur hamatchil: “mitzoat nemiya” 
87 SA OC 79:5 
88 Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica – Marten, (internet)  
89  Jacek Goszczynski, “Composition of the Food of Martens,” Acta Theriologica, 1976, vol.21 36: pp.527 

   534; Jacek Goszczynski, “Diet of foxes and Martens in Central Poland,” Acta Theriologica, 1986 vol.31 

   36: pp.491-506 
90 The research by Goszczynski also included the diet of the fox which was almost entirely meat,  

    could make its faeces even smellier than that of the marten.  
91 SA OC 79:5 
92 B’eir Hagolah 30 (on SA OC chap.79) writes “Yerushalmi [Berachot] 6d” - this is an older printing of 
    the Talmud Yerushalmi  
93 Rabbeinu Yonah on the Rif, Berachot chap.3, (p.32) dibur hamatchil: "v'tzoat"  



12 
 

and so the food remains for a lengthy time in the large intestine. The longer it remains 

there, the greater the time the bacteria has in which to produce the various sulphides 

etc. which result in very odourous faeces. It should be mentioned that the cause of the 

foul-smelling faeces of cats is similar to that of human faeces.94  

Dogs and Pigs: The Shulchan Aruch states that one must distance oneself from the 

faeces of dogs and pigs, if one has put the skins of animals into these faeces.95 Such a 

mixture will have a particularly unpleasant smell. 

This mixture used to be employed in the tanning of animal skins and was used 

in the process of treating skins and hides of animals to produce leather. (These processes 

comprise several of the Avot Melachah of Shabbat.96) The first stage was to clean the 

skins to remove any flesh and hair adhering to them, often using a lime solution. The 

next stage was "bating" the skins, namely softening the material, which was done by 

pounding faeces into the material. Bating was a fermentation process which relied on 

enzymes produced by bacteria found in the faeces. Among the faeces commonly used 

were those of dogs. Sometimes the faeces were mixed with water in a large vat, and the 

prepared skins were kneaded in the dung water until they became supple from bacterial 

enzyme action.97 At a later stage in the preparation of the skins, alkaline dressings, 

whose ingredients amongst others included dog and pig faeces, were applied to the 

hides.98  

It is unnecessary to add that skins of an animal have a very unpleasant smell and 

with the addition of animals’ faeces, the smell would be unbearable! So much so, that 

the tanneries were located outside the towns.99   

What is the situation if these skins are not mixed with the faeces of pigs and 

dogs? Both the Talmud Yerushalmi100 and the Talmud Bavli101 discuss the question, 

and the Shulchan Aruch102 then rules that if the skins are mixed with these faeces one 

must distance oneself from them. If on the other hand they are not mixed with faeces, 

one need not do so provided the skins do not have a bad odour. 

Rabbi Avraham Yosef (the son of Rabbi Ovadiah Yosef) writes that the food 

consumed by dogs today will result in smelly faeces.103 An expert on clinical pet 

nutrition elaborates on this and writes that a change in a dog’s diet can result in less 

 
94 Margaret Gates, “The Benefits of a Raw Meat Diet for Your Cat,” (Feline Nutrition Foundation, Fairfax,  

    Virginia, USA), 4 October 2015 (internet); Dr. Mike Paul, “Why do My Ca t’s Stools Smell so Bad?” (Pet  

    Health Network, IDEXX, Westbrook, Maine, USA) 27 August 2014, (internet); Susan Leisure, “Dog  

    Food That Helps With Smelly Stools,” (The Nest), (internet) (a similar principle applies to other  

    creatures); Quora, Why do human feces …, op. cit. 
95 SA OC 79:4 
96 Chayei Adam, Hilchot Shabbat, klalim 32-36 
97 The World Book Encyclopedia, op. cit., vol.10, Leather, p.4346 
98 Ibid.; Tanning in the Seventeenth Century, (Historic Jamestowne), (internet)  
99 Tanning, Ancient methods of tanning, (Leathernet,) (internet) 
100 Talmud Yerushalmi, Masechet Berachot perek 3 halachah 5 
101 Talmud Bavli, Masechet Berachot 25a 
102 SA OC 79:4 
103 Rabbi Avraham Yosef, Tzoat k’lavim, (Sheal et Harav) Moreshet, 22 Tevet 5771 (internet) 
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smelly faeces. The expert explains that a firm faeces with a light smell and brown colour 

is the norm for healthy dogs. To achieve this, the dog should be fed a raw diet, which 

is easy for the dog to digest. However, in contrast, meat byproducts and grain are very 

hard for dogs to digest and the longer food remains in the dog's digestive tract, the 

greater will be the sulphur, which is formed as a result of the bacteria breaking down 

the food, hence the faeces will be more odourous.104  

 Conclusion: It is advisable to look at one’s surroundings before davening, otherwise 

in some situations one would have to daven a second time.105 

  

 
104 Susan Leisure, op. cit. 
105 SA OC 76:8 
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