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1. History of the Umbrella: 
 

The history of the rain umbrella actually doesn’t start with a 
story of rain umbrellas at all. Rather, the modern day rain 
umbrella was first used not to defend against the wet 
weather, but the sun. Aside from some accounts in ancient 
China, the rain umbrella originated as a parasol (the term 
more commonly used for a sunshade) and is documented as 
being used in areas such as ancient Rome, ancient Greece, 
ancient Egypt, the Middle East and India as early as the 4th 
century B.C. Of course these ancient versions of the 
modern day rain umbrellas were designed and built with 

very different materials such as feathers, leaves or leather, but the canopy shape is very similar 
to the products seen today. 
 
In most cases the sunshade or parasol was used primarily by women in ancient times, but 
members of royalty, the clergy and other dignitaries are often shown in ancient drawings with 
these precursors to the rain umbrellas of today. It went so far in some cases that Kings would 
declare whether or not their subjects were permitted the use of a parasol, bestowing this honor 
only on his most favorite of helpers. 
 
From most historians, it appears that the more common use of the rain umbrella (i.e. to defend 
against the rain) didn’t come until the 17th century (with some accounts from the late 16th 
century) in selected European countries, with the Italians, French and English leading the way. 
The umbrella canopies of the 1600's were woven out of silk, which provided limited water 
resistance when compared to the rain umbrellas of today, but the distinct canopy shape was 
unchanged from the earliest documented designs. Even as late as the 1600’s however, rain 
umbrellas were still considered a product only for distinguished women, with men facing 
ridicule if they were seen with one. 
 
By the mid-18th century, the rain umbrella moved towards an everyday item among women, 
but it was not until the Englishman Jonas Hanway fashioned and carried a rain umbrella on the 
streets of London in 1750 did men begin to take notice. (Source: 
https://www.cheekyumbrella.com/pages/rain-umbrella-history) 
 
The word "umbrella" evolved from the Latin umbella (an umbel is a flat-topped rounded 
flower) or umbra, meaning shaded or shadow. (Source: Wikipedia)  
 



2. Halakhic considerations: 
 

Possible problems 
 

• Boneh  – Building: Mishnah, Shabbat 7:2 
 

The prohibition of building on Shabbat has wide ramifications. The main acts that are 
prohibited are building something attached to the ground or adding to something that is 
already built on the ground. Even doing a kol-shehu, a very small amount, of these actions is 
considered Boneh. Furthermore, fixing something, like a nail, on such a building is also 
prohibited. In addition to building things that are attached to the ground, the prohibition of 
Boneh also covers 'building' something in the ground itself; for example, making a hole in a 
house or in a courtyard (provided that the hole is not dug solely for the dirt, in which case 
there is only a rabbinic prohibition against it). 
 

• Subheading/Toladot 
o Ohel Kavuah (Creating a permanent roof or shelter): (Rambam, Hilchos 

Shabbos 10:13). Assur deOraita (Prhobited by the Torah) 
o Ohel Ara’i (Creating a temporary roof). Assur deRabbanan (prohibited by 

the Rabbis)  
 

ü “According to some authorities opening the umbrella is a transgression of Boneh, one of the 39 
forbidden labors of Shabbat. Even do is not a permanent roof is still a rabbinic prohibition to build a 

temporary roof” (Rabbi Uriel Romano) 
 

Halakhic definition of Ohel Kavua (Rif, Shabbat 20:2) 
Based on how the Rif (Shabbos, beginning of Chapter 20), the earliest of the great halachic 
codifiers, presented the topic, most respected authorities understand him to rule in the 
following way: Virtually anything that covers an empty area at least a tefach (about three to 
four inches) long, a tefach wide and a tefach high is halachically considered a permanent ohel. This 
“roof” does not need to be connected to the ground in any way. According to this approach, 
assembling such a covering is a violation of Torah law, even if the ohel is intended to exist for 
only a short period of time. The defining line between a permanent ohel and a “temporary” one 
(ohel arai), which was not prohibited by the Torah but only by the Sages, is that an ohel kavua 
has a “roof” that is one tefach squared, whereas an ohel arai’s “roof” is narrower than a tefach. 
(http://rabbikaganoff.com/of-umbrellas-and-eruvs/) 
 

• Hotza'ah - Transferring (transporting) from domain to domain (carrying) 
 

ü “The umbrella could only be used in a place with an Eruv because if not is like transporting an item 
from a domain to another transgressing one of the 39 main forbidden labors” (Rabbi Uriel Romano) 

 
• Maarit Ayin (the appearance of the eye): Avoiding doing something that may raise 

suspicion that one violated halakha, or that someone may misinterpret, thus causing 
him to violate halakha. 

 



ü “Almost all authorities agree that there is no Torah or even a rabbinic transgression in just carrying 
an umbrella that was opened before Shabbat but many forbid because of Maarit Ayin, because people 

would think it was open during Shabbat” (Rabbi Uriel Romano) 
 

Possible solutions 
 

• Extending an “Ohel” during Shabbat  
 
The Gemara further relates that Rav Huna had certain rams that required shade during 
the day and required air at night. He therefore sought a way for the pen to be covered by 
day but not at night, even on Shabbat. He came before Rav to seek his advice. Rav said to 
him: Go, roll up the mats [budeya] that were spread out there for shade, but leave one 
handbreadth covered. On the following day, unroll the entire mat, which is considered 
adding to a temporary tent and which is permitted. (BT, Eruvin 102a) 
 

ü According to some authorities it is permitted to open an umbrella during shabbat because you are not 
building anything but just extending an existent “Ohel” 

 
• Kisei Traskal (a folding chair) 

 
Abaye would consolidate the principles of the barai tot  pertaining to the construction of a 
tent on Shabbat and teach: With regard to a large wineskin, a wine strainer, a canopy hung 
over a bed, and a folding chair whose cover is detached from its legs, one may not 
assemble them due to the prohibition against making a temporary tent. If one did so 
unwittingly, he is exempt by Torah law from bringing a sin-offering, but it is prohibited by 
rabbinic decree. With regard to permanent tents, one may not make them, and if he did 
so, he is liable to bring a sin-offering for performing the prohibited labor of building. 
However, with regard to a bed, and a folding chair [t eraskal] whose cover is attached to its 
legs, and a collapsible toilet, it is permissible to open them ab ini t io , since they are 
prepared for use from before Shabbat. (BT, Shabbat 138a)1 
 
However, a central argument revolves around the “folded tallis,” a rolled-up tallis connected to 
one end of a frame which, when unrolled, covers the entire frame as a roof. The Gemara 
(Shabbos 138a) forbids unrolling the tallis unless it is connected to a string before Shabbos. 
Tosafos (ad loc., sv. karakh) offer two reasons why you may unroll a folded tallis that has a 
string: 1) the tallis is already covering at least a tefach and you are merely extending the pre-
existing roof, 2) even without already covering a tefach, the tallis is permitted, presumably 
because the string makes the tallis into a convertible roof with moving pieces. An umbrella is 
comparable to the folded tallis with a string. Therefore, according to this second view in 
Tosafos, you may open an umbrella on Shabbos. 
(http://www.torahmusings.com/2012/08/umbrellas-on-shabbos/) 
 

ü Some authorities understand that the umbrella is like a folding chair that because of it mechanism is 
permitted to be operated (opening and closing it) during Shabbat.   

																																																								
 עשה ואם יעשה לא קבע אהלי אסור אבל פטור עשה ואם יעשה לא גלין וכסא כילה והמשמרת הגוד ותני מתניתא חומרי אביי מנקיט	1
 :לכתחילה לנטותן מותר ואסלא טרסקל וכסא מטה אבל חטאת חייב



 
• Tumat Haoel and moving objects:  

 
The following neither spread nor block: … an animal] that skips from one place to another, [a 
person] who jumps from one place to another, a bird which flies, a garment that flaps, and a 
ship that sails on the surface of the water. (Mishnah, Oholot 8:5) 
 

ü “The umbrella being a movable object and not a fixed object should be permitted”2 
 

• Amirat Goy: Asking a non-Jew to do a forbidden work during Shabbat 
 

ü “Some authorities who do not see main halakhic issues in allowing the use of the umbrella still propose 
(because of the tradition and maybe some “minor” issues) to ask a non-jew to open the umbrella for a 

Jew during Shabbat” (Rabbi Uriel Romano) 
 

 
3. Those who permit and those who forbid. 
 
Those who permit 
 

• Rabbi Pinchas Anav (quoted in Birkei Yosef, Orach Chaim 315:2 in 1776): 
permitting the opening of umbrellas after already used once, since after the first use it 
remains somewhat open compared to its tight binding on purchase. 

• Rav HaKohen annonymous answer3 (1782) 
• Chatam Sofer (OC 72) 1813: is not even a melachah derabbanan and he did not object to 

it in his community in the presence of an eruv. 
o Beit Meir, Orach Chayim 315 
o Daat Torah 301:40 

• Rabbi Ieshaiau Lifschitz (Kalkeles Shabbat, Ohel) 1830: “No reason to forbid it, 
including from a rabbinical perspective” (Aphilu mishum shvut mishum P’seida, 
Tzaara and Kvod HaBriot)4 

• Rabbi Yosef Messas (Maim Chayim) 
 

Those who forbid 
 

• Rabbi David Pardo  (quoted in Birkei Yosef, Orach Chaim 315:2 in 1776) 
• Rabbi Yechezkel Landau, Noda BiYehuda (2:30) 

o Aruch Hashulchan, Orach Chayim 301:113; 315:12;  
o Shu’t Sho’el Umeishiv 3:2:42 

																																																								
2	To	sustain	this	position	see	also	Rashi,	Shabbat	138b	s.v.	ela:	an item meant only to 
cover a person does not qualify as an ohel for the purposes of the laws of Shabbos.	
3 Rav Hakohen wrote that he felt that one may not use an umbrella on Shabbos, but that he had sent the question 
to a different, unnamed posek who permitted it. Rav Hakohen was still not comfortable with the lenient approach 
and, therefore, wrote to the Noda Biyehudah (http://rabbikaganoff.com/of-umbrellas-and-eruvs/) 
4 Because R. Landau forbade umbrellas, R. Lipschitz would only permit asking a gentile to open an umbrella. 



• Chafetz Chaim, Biur Halakha 315:7: Because it is intended to be used as a tent for 
protection against the elements. 

• Ben Ish Chai (OC 52:6): Because of Uvdin deChol (Because it makes Shabbat 
ressemble any other day of the week)5, because of Tikun Maneh (a toladah of Make 
bePatish) and Takanat Chachamim for mantaining the sancticity of Shabbat.  

• Ovadia Yosef, Iechave Daat 43 
 
4. Policy, not halakhic: A typical orthodox answer 
 
“Umbrellas are not allowed. This is because the Nodeh b'Yehuda didn't allow them. He felt 
opening an umbrella was like building a tent (ohel). It is difficult to understand his reasoning, 
since it should be more similar to a folding chair (which is permitted) than a tent (which is 
forbidden). Even though we don't really understand why the Halacha should be like this, it has 
been accepted by all of klal yisrael around the world, and therefore his p'sak is now binding. 
Even on yom tov it is not permitted, and even if you opened the umbrella before Shabbat 
started and left it open you are still not allowed to use it.” 
(http://askrabbisedley.blogspot.com/2007/03/umbrellas-kiddush-snow-and-elevators.html) 
 
Even if the umbrella were to be opened before Shabbos/Yom Tov it would not be permissible 
to be used. [Although there are some reasons to permit an umbrella, it was not permitted by 
the earlier pre-eminent poskim, and therefore contemporary poskim do not rule against them.] 
(http://archive.constantcontact.com/fs003/1101944367721/archive/1103789571438.html) 
 
5. My personal position and understanding: 
 
Umbrellas should be used on Shabbat and Yom Tov if needed. Opening and closing an 
umbrella during Shabbat does not transgress the Biblical commandment of Boneh (in its sub 
heading: Ohel) or even the rabbinical prohibition of Ohel Arai. For many authorities the Ohel 
should be in a fixed place and not be a moving object, also to transgress the biblical 
commandment there should be walls too. By it mechanism it resembles to a Kisei Traskal an 
item that is permitted to be closed and open during Shabbat because it hinges. Also there is no 
transgression whatsoever of Make BePatish because the umbrella is designed from it’s 
conception to be open and closed. We can also relay in the possition that the opening of the 
umbrella is just adding to an already existing “Ohel”.  
 
Today not using an umbrella during Shabbat is a matter of policy and not halakhic reasoning. 
As a Shabbat observant who lives almost one mile from his synagogue raining is a big issue. 
Observant Jews should be allowed to use the umbrella during Shabbat also because of the 
following reasons: 
 

I. Shmirat HaGuf: a long walk during Shabbat under a heavy rain could led to Cough, 
flu, etc. 

																																																								
5 He rejects the Noda Biyehudah’s position, contending that since umbrellas are meant for temporary use and are 
hinged for this purpose, opening them on Shabbos is not considered creating an ohel, just as opening and closing a 
door on Shabbos is not prohibited as an act of construction, since both are meant to be opened and closed 
frequently. (http://rabbikaganoff.com/of-umbrellas-and-eruvs/) 



II. Kvod HaShabbat: is not fitting to the holy day of Shabbat to be all wet during the 
Tefillah. 

III. Tefilah BeTzibur and Minyan: Many Shabbat observant Jews by not being able to 
carry an umbrella on Shabbat decide not to go to the synagogue and pray by 
themselves.  

IV. Tzaarat/Oneg Shabbat: Shabbat was given to the Jewish People to be a day of joy 
and pleasure not to suffer while walking back and forth from the synagogue.  
 

Practical issues: 
I. Do not use for the first time a new umbrella during Shabbat. 

II. To be extra-assured, if possible, open the umbrella before Shabbat and keep it open 
during Shabbat. 

III. In case of needing to open the umbrella during Shabbat there is no need to ask a non-
jew, you can do it yourself.  

IV. This is only valid is places where an Eruv is present.  
 
 

 
 
Links and sources: 
https://www.spreaker.com/user/8665642/umbrella-on-shabbat-2-its-ok 
http://rabbikaganoff.com/of-umbrellas-and-eruvs/ 
http://www.torahmusings.com/2012/08/umbrellas-on-shabbos/ 


