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1 Responsa Chasam Sofer, Choshen Mishpat 196. 
2 R. Yisrael Yaakov Kanievsky, Kehillas Yaakov, Pesachim 38. See too A. Z. Katzenallenbogen, 
Shaarei Rachamim (Vilna 1871) p. 19, #165 note 3. 
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3 Mordechai Kislev, “Kezayis – The Fruit of the Olive as a Measure of Volume” (Hebrew), Techumin 
10 pp. 427-437; “Everything is According to the Opinion of the Observer – A New Evaluation of the 
Measurement of a Kezayis,” (Hebrew) BDD vol. 16 pp. 77-90. 
4 The Talmud (Sotah 48a) does state that since the destruction of the Temple, the shuman of olives 
was reduced. However, this is never brought up by any Rishon in their halachic discussions; 
perhaps it refers to the nutritional benefit rather than the size of the flesh,  
5 M. Kislev, Y. Tabak & O. Simhoni, Identifying the Names of Fruits in Ancient Rabbinic Literature, 
(Hebrew) Leshonenu, vol. 69, p.279. 
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6 Kislev, ibid. 
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7 R. Chaim Beinish, Midot VeShiurei Torah, pp. 522-523. 
8 There is a statement in the Talmud which might seem to show that we are supposed to replicate 
the measurements of the Talmud rather than to use the measurements of our own era: “Rabbi 
Elazar said: One who eats chelev nowadays must record for himself the quantity, in case a future 
Beis Din will increase the measurements (for which one is liable)” (Talmud, Yoma 80a). A similar 
ruling is found in the Yerushalmi: “Rabbi Hoshea said: One who eats a forbidden food in our day 
must record the quantity, in case a later Beis Din will arise and change the quantity (for which one 
is liable), and he will know how much he ate” (Yerushalmi, Pe’ah 2a). This sounds like there is an 
absolute measurement of a kezayis, valid for all times and places. Each Beis Din does its best to 
assess what this measurement is, but because it is possible that they are mistaken, one must record 
the amount eaten in case a future Beis Din assesses matters more correctly. Accordingly, it seems 
that the objective is to figure out the quantity used in the Talmud, not to follow the size of olives in 
one’s own era! However, further analysis shows that this could not be the intent of the Talmud. 
How is the person going to be recording the amount that he ate? There was no possibility of a 
person recording it in terms of cubic centimeters or some other such absolute unchanging 
standard; and if such a standard had existed, surely the Sages would have used it for their 
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measurements! Instead, the intent of the Talmud is that he is recording whether, for example, he 
ate the volume of a big olive, a medium olive, or a small olive. The concern is not that the size of 
olives will change, but rather that the quantity for which one is liable will change – is one liable for 
a big olive, a medium olive or a small olive. See Sdei Chemed, Ma’areches HaAlef, 34, s.v. velashon. 
9 These response are also cited by R. Eliezer Waldenberg in Tzitz Eliezer vol 13, 76:3. 
10 Mishneh Torah, Hilchos Eruvin 1:9. 
11 Talmud, Shabbos 91a. 
12 There is a potential difficulty with this inference, in reconciling it with an inference from two 
statements in the Talmud. As we shall see later, the Talmud in one place states that a person can 
swallow food up to the size of two olives, while elsewhere it states that a person can swallow food 
up to the size of an egg. These passages indicate that an olive is half the size of an egg. How can this 
be reconciled with our inference that Rambam’s position is that an olive is less than 1/3 of an egg? 
The Vilna Gaon (1720-1797) claims that the inference in the Talmud that an olive is half the size of 
an egg is referring to a person swallowing an egg without its shell, but an egg with its shell is three 
times the size of an olive (Biyur HaGra to Orach Chaim 486:1). This does not necessarily mean that 
a shell changes an egg from being twice the size of an olive to being more than three times its size 
(which is clearly not the case!). Rather, the point is that a hard-boiled egg without the shell is 
sufficiently pliable that a person can swallow a whole one, just as a person can swallow two olives. 
But the olive is less than a third the size of an egg with its shell. R. Chizkiya ben David DiSilva 
(1659-1698, author of Pri Chadash) writes that the Talmud’s statement that the throat cannot hold 
more than two olives is imprecisely written, and actually refers to an olive and a date (Pri Chadash, 
Orach Chaim 486:1). R. Yaakov Orenstein (author of Yeshuas Yaakov) states that Rambam simply 
considers the Talmud’s statement to be disputed by the other statement about the throat being 
able to hold an egg, and Rambam does not follow that view (Yeshuas Yaakov, Orach Chaim 301). 
According to both these approaches, Rambam is indeed of the view that a kezayis is less than 1/3 of 
an egg. R. Avraham Gombiner (c.1633-c.1683, author of Magen Avraham) suggests that according to 
Rambam, when the Talmud rated an olive as being smaller than a dried fig, it was only referring to 
a small olive, but an average olive is larger than a dried fig. It seems that R. Gombiner interpreted 
Rambam’s view as being than an average olive is equal to half an egg. However, it does not seem 
that anyone else adopted this understanding of Rambam. 
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13 See Mishnah Berurah 486:1 and R. Pinchas Bodner, The Halachos of K’zayis p. 25 note 27. R. 
Yaakov Yisrael Kanievsky, in Shiurin Shel Torah 11 p. 70 notes that Rambam should not be 
misinterpreted in this regard.  
14 R. Yosef Kotkovski argues that an olive must be significantly smaller than a dried fig; see Darkei 
HaChaim (Petrikow 1884), Hilchos Borei Minei Mezonos 4, Chelki b’Chaim 3. However, R. Chaim 
Na’eh, Shiruin Shel Torah p. 190 n. 24 disagrees. 
15 See Rabbi Moshe Petrover, “The Size of the Kezayis for Eating Matzah: A Clarification of the View 
of the Chazon Ish” (Hebrew), Moriah 5754, p. 106. 
16 Commentary to the Mishnah, Eduyos 1:2, Keilim 2:2; Mishneh Torah, Eruvin 1:12. 
17 R. Hadar Margolin, “A Clarification of the View of the Chazon Ish,” (Hebrew) Moriah 3-4 (5753) p. 
100. 
18 Rashba, Mishmeres HaBayis 4:1. 
19 Ritva to Shabbos 76b; printed at the back of the Mossad HaRav Kook edition. 
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20 Talmud, Eruvin 80b. 
21 Talmud, Shabbos 91a. 
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22 Tosafos to Yoma 80a s.v. Veshiaru. (The same inference is apparently made by Sefer HaChinnuch, 
mitzvah 313.) R. Chaim Na’eh argues that Ri must mean that an olive is slightly less than half the 
size of an egg; see Shiurei Torah, p. 192. 
23 Mordechai, End of Pesachim, Seder Leil Pesach. 
24 Sefer Ha-Agudah, Eruvin 82b. 
25 Mahari Weil 193. 
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26 Prof. Melitta Weiss Adamson of the University of Western Ontario, personal communication. 
27 Melitta Weiss Adamson, Food in Medieval Times, pp. 29-30; John Ayto, The Glutton’s Glossary: A 
Dictionary of Food and Drink Terms, p. 198. 
28 Melitta Weiss Adamson, personal communication. 
29 It is also possible that even if the Rishonim of Ashkenaz would have had access to olives, they 
would still have ignored empirical investigation in favor of Talmudic analysis. R. Menachem Meiri 
(Catalonia/ Provence 1249 – c. 1310) also calculates that an olive is half the size of an egg, based 
solely on an internal analysis of the Talmud, even though olives did exist in his region (Beis 
HaBechirah to Eiruvin 80b). In medieval Europe, empirical investigation was not valued as highly as 
it is today. Furthermore, as we shall soon discuss, Ri and Rabbeinu Tam did not deliberate over the 
size of a kezayis in the context of issuing a practical ruling, but rather as part of an attempt to 
resolve a conflict in the Talmud. 
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33 See Moshe Koppel, “The Sages Evaluated” (Hebrew), Higayon 5 pp. 55-62 for a valuable discussion 
of the concept of primary and secondary units of measurement. 
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35 Responsa Vayomer Yitzchak, Orach Chaim 8. See too Ner Mitzvah 17 and Benish, Middos 
VeShiurei Torah p. 254 note 111 and p.527. 
36 Orach Chaim, 368:3; 409:7. 
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37 Shiurin Shel Torah p. 8. 
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38 Vilna Gaon, Maaseh Rav 105; R. Akiva Eiger, Responsa R. Akiva Eiger HaChadashos 39; Beis 
Ephraim, Rosh Ephraim, Kuntrus HaTeshuvos 16. 
39 Chasam Sofer, Responsa Chasam Sofer Orach Chaim 127, 181; Responsa Gidulei Taharah 1; R. 
Chaim of Volozhin, as per Shaarei Rachamim 165 and at the end in Minhagei HaGraCh 51. 
40 The range of 50-60cc is due to the different assessments of the volume of a contemporary egg. 
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41 Menachem Kellner, in Maimonides on the Decline of Generations, argues that Maimonides did not 
subscribe to this doctrine as a general pattern. 
42 R. Elazar Fleckeles, a disciple of R. Landau, is recorded as having claimed that R. Landau reached 
his conclusion due to his own thumb being unusually large, reflecting his tall stature. See David 
Katz, “A Case Study in the Formation of a Super-Rabbi: The Early Years of Rabbi Ezekiel Landau, 
1713-1754,” (PhD dissertation, University of Maryland, 2004) 
43 R. Eliezer Waldenberg, Tzitz Eliezer vol 13, 76:3. 
44 Shiurei Torah (Jerusalem 1947) pp. 111-120. 
45 Middos VeShiurei Torah 13:7 and 30:6. 
46 See, for example, Stefan Heidemann, “The Merger of Two Currency Zones in Early Islam. The 
Byzantine and Sasanian Impact on the Circulation in Former Byzantine Syria and Northern 
Mesopotamia,” Iran 36 (1998) pp.95-112. 
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47 Eruvin 83a. The Talmud further states that R. Yehudah HaNasi had a tradition that this vessel 
held the volume of 207 eggs of the size that existed at the time of the Revelation at Sinai, and 
attributed the slight difference of about 5% to the natural change in egg size over so many years. 
48 Lesley Adkins, Roy A. Adkins, Handbook to Life in Ancient Rome (Oxford Uni. Press 1998), p. 314. 
49 There is some dispute regarding the precise size of the modius. Greenfield, “Has the Egg Volume 
Really Decreased in the Thousands of Years since Matan Torah?” (Hebrew) BDD 16 pp. 91-94 
concludes that the egg had a volume of 43cc. 
50 Feliks, Kelai Zera’im VeHarkavah, p. 184 note 5. 
51 Gardiner Bump, Special Scientific Report 62: Red Junglefowl and Kalij Pheasants (Washington DC: 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife 1962), gives the dimensions of the egg as 4.53x3.44cm (compare large chicken 
eggs at around 5.7x4.4cm). Using the calculation V = (0.6057-0.0018B)LB2 in which L is the egg 
length, and B is the egg maximum breadth, the volume is 32.14cc. The calculation is from V.G. 
Narushin, “Egg Geometry Calculation Using the Measurements of Length and Breadth,” Poultry 
Science 84:3 (March 2005) pp. 482-484. 
52 George Jennison, Animals for Show and Pleasure in Ancient Rome (Manchester University Press 
1937), p. 106, citing Pliny, Varro and Columella. 
53 Avraham Greenfeld, “Middah Kenegged Middah,’ Moriah 10 (5742). This provoked heated 
responses; see, for example, R. Kalman Kahana, “Lo Zu HaMiddah,” Moriah 11 (5743) 11-12 pp. 67-76. 



 18 

                                                 
54 Kobetz Shiurim 2:46. 
55 Chazon Ish, Kuntrus HaShiurim 39:6. However, as we shall soon see, this was far from R. 
Karelitz’s last word on the topic. 
56 Chayei Adam 50:12 
57 Aruch HaShulchan 202:5 and 486:1. 
58 See R. Chaim Na’eh, Shiurei Torah, 3:12 p. 193.  
59 Halichos Shlomo vol. II p. 90. 
60 Kobetz Teshuvos II:30. 
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61 Quoted by R. Dov Aryeh Rotter, Tel Talpios, 5661 p. 71. 
62 Testimony recorded in Middos VeShiurei Torah, p. 510 note 111. 
63 Shiurin Shel Torah 11 p. 71. Puzzlingly, however, he rates the size of a contemporary kezayis as 
being slightly less than a third of the size of an egg (17-19cc). 
64 Ibid. 39:17. 
65 Chazon Ish, Shiurin Shel Torah 11; Letters, 194. 
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66 Related by R. Hadar Margolin, “A Clarification of the View of the Chazon Ish,” Moriah 3-4 (5753) 
p. 102. 
67 See R. Hadar Margolin, “A Clarification of the View of the Chazon Ish,” Moriah 3-4 (5753) pp. 99-
103 and R. Moshe Petrover, “The Volume of a Kezayis for Eating Matzah – A Clarification of the 
View of the Chazon Ish,” Moriah 7-9 (5754) pp. 106-109. See too Menachem Friedman, “The Lost 
Kiddush Cup: Changes in Ashkenazi Haredi Culture - A Tradition in Crisis,” in Jack Wertheimer, 
ed., The Uses of Tradition: Jewish Continuity in the Modern Era, (New York: JTS/Harvard University 
Press 1992), pp. 175-186. 
68 See Natan Slifkin, Sacred Monsters, pp. 362-367. 
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69 Rama, Orach Chaim 486:1; Magen Avraham 486:1; Chida, Machzik Berachah 486:2; Mishnah 
Berurah 486:3. See too Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 456:1; Chazon Ish, Orach Chaim 39:17. 
70 Kaf HaChaim 168:46, citing Bnei David, and Pesach HaDvir, who in turns cites several others. 
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71 R. Eliyahu Topik, Responsa Kol Eliyahu, Orach Chaim 30, p. 137, pointing to Kaf HaChaim 456:10, 
Pesach DaDvir, Kisei D’Chayay 196a, and others; Chida, Machzik Berachah 486:2. A similar point is 
made by R. Chaim Na’eh, in Shiurei Torah 1:1, pp. 71-72. 
72 Shiurei Torah pp. 182-184. 
73 Shiurei Torah, 1:1, pp. 71-72. In a subsequent work, Shiurei Tziyon p. 18, he himself expressed 
reservations about his innovation. 
74 R. Avraham Yeshaya Karelitz, Chazon Ish, Orach Chaim 39:17; R. Tzvi Pesach Frank, Chag Ha-Asif 
p. 316; R. BenZion Abba-Shaul, Responsa Ohr LeTziyon p. 124; R. Ovadiah Yosef, Chazon Ovadiah, 
vol. II p. 518. 
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75 Mishnah Berurah 475:9. 
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