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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN 

CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY
18 - ART, AESTHETICS AND IDOLATRY

OU ISRAEL CENTER - SUMMER 2016

A] TORAH AND AESTHETICS

1.k�K �v �, �, th �v wv
, �t �r�h v �� �t h �p«H �v k �c �v �u i �j �v r �e �J
 k:tk hkan

2.- ijv reavkkvk vhutrv thv wv ,trh vat kct vktc vatv ,t kkvk sg cr ,kgu, ovc iht k"r - kcvu rea ov vhphu vatv ij 
vzc 

oa sus ,sumn

3.�gh �p«uv ohe«k�t h �p«h
k�k �f �n i«uH �M �n
 c:b ohkv,

4. v �t �r �n , �ph �u r �t«T
, �p�h v �,�h �v k �j �r �u ,«uF �r v �t�k h�bh �g �u
 zh:yf ,hatrc

5.uk vffa lurc rnut ,ucuy ,ubkhtu ,ucuy ,uhrc vtr /,uhrcv ,t vban lurc :rnut ;upeu ;ue khp vturv :ibcr ub,
 unkugc

:jb ,ufrc

6. !kjrn vtb lk ihtu 'wufu ,ucuy ,uhrc vturv :ubh,ucr uba lf ?lrcn tuv smhf vtb ost vturvcegh aec vhph khcacu
v,ut tahk 

uke ,ut ,hatrc - vru, sunk, yuekh (itn) ubsnkh arsn

7.«u,«X �f�k v�Z �nU v�Z �n i�F �J �N �v h �S �m k �g �jUr �x v�h �v�h k �v«t �v ,«gh �r�h Q �r«t �C ; �s«g�C v�Z �n v �N �t �v �u v�Z �n v �N �t �v �u
 dh:uf ,una

8. - ifanv hsm kg jurx vhvh .rt lrs vru, vsnk /vkgnk h,arhpa unf 'oursku iupmkvphv kg xj ost tvha
oa h"ar

9.////// o �J
h�k8v �t �C i«F �J�h �u , �p�h�k ohe«k�t �T �p�h
 zf:y ,hatrc

10.//// oa hbfanc vh,bhfa hrahu ,phk hh h,ph
 zf euxp y erp ,hatrc xukebut
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11. - oa hkvtc iufahu ktrahc u,bhfa vrah
oa h"ar

12.///// o �J �s t �J �r �s �n �C iUr �J�h �u hIb �C iUrh�h�d �,�h �u , �p�h �s Vh �nUj �T �h�h r �P �J�h 
 zf euxp y erp ,hatrc i,buh oudr,

B] BEAUTY AND AESTHETICS IN THE THOUGHT OF RAV KOOK

13.rxja inz kfu /,haubtv apbv enugc ohrucmv ohhbjurv ohdaunv kf kgupv kt thmuvk ohsnug cuyhjvu ruhmv ,urpxv
/uthmuvk ,ubntv ,sucg kg vcuj ah sug 'kgupv kt tmh tka ',adrnvu ,caujv apbv enugc zubdv sjt yuyra od
hpn tmha rucsu rucs kfn" 'j,pk vphu cuy ,uthmnv rhut ,t ohnxcn oj,pvca ,urmutv o,ut era 'rcsv icun
kga s,hv ie,,n ovhkg 'orughc thv o,rucea 'ohzubdv ohrcsv o,ut obnt /"ohnac ukuf okugv kf tkn,b v"cev

 vatc ,ucrv ignk ,hfpv vkugp us,hc an,ana hnk hutu /,uxfku rupjk 'ubhbzt
th "exhucc iurjt" xebp - uase sh c,fn ohmce

uwa sung wd lrf asuev ,urt - eue vwhtrv                     

London Jewish Chronicle (September 13 1935),
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14. Your venerable Association’s constructive promotion of the artistic and esthetic in Eretz Yisrael effectively reflects our national

regeneration.  We applaud our talented, artistically inspired, socially and nationally integrated fellow Jews drawn to Jerusalem

by a noble spirit.  The adornment of our holy and cherished City with their delightful creations enhances Zion’s glory and

prosperity.  This gratifying development ought to please everybody, young and old, even the lukewarm, and fully immerse in

the dire struggle for existence 

Rav Kook’s letter to the Betzalel Association for Jewish Art in 1908 - Iggrot Reiyah 1:203-206
1

15. Your positive initiative fills my heart with hope and emboldens me to address you, honored gentlemen and beloved brothers,

from a  vantage point ostensibly foreign to the esthetic and art - that of the Rabbinate. ..... Judaism’s affirmative evaluation of

the artistic and graceful that imbues man’s imaginative creations remains qualified. Over-enthusiasm is objectionable, even

at the pinnacle of the sublime.  Our commitment to the upright is modified by the biblical warning ‘do not be over-righteous’

(Mishlei 7:16).  Inspired by wisdom we yet declared (ibid) ‘neither make thyself over-wise’.  Similarly ‘it is not good to eat much

honey’ (Mishlei 25:27).  This represents the quintessential principle of our eternal People.  We reject the addiction and blind

submission to any particular idea. Judaism’s positive qualification however is applied delicately, sensitively, and judiciously

“set about with lilies” (Shir Hashirim 7:13) .... At times encapsuled in a single point, it avoids restraining human genius with iron

shackles or a Chinese wall 

ibid

16.'vcrv lurt vrutfk vtrbv 'sjt yuyra 'sjt ue er /ktrahk r,un 'ruhmvu hpuhv 'rushvvu hubv ka kusdv cjrnv kf
',ubntvu ,arjv ,t odup tuv ygn er kct 'ujurc vcrv rnut tuv /u,unfc tku 'u,ufhtc er kusd tuv ,ntc kct
,ykuc vbun,c ost ;umrp er obnt /"ost ;umrpn .uj ohr,un ohpumrpv kf" :uka ,urhstv ,undnv kf ,urnk

//// vbhc hfrs obah vz kg odu 'vnkau
205 wng wt vwhtrv ,urdt 'wktkmcw ,sudt ,hrcgv ,ubtv ,nfjk vrcjv hatrk ,rdt

17. The typically pagan or Christian icons, past and present, are abominable and unacceptable to the Jews. Hence our sacred

obligation to exclude these from out Holy City’s National Museum. It is important that your venerable Association inform the

enlightened Jewish and general public that all your projects will me the requirements of the leading Torah Sages in Eretz

Yisrael.  You may rest assured, dear bretheren, that such minor acquiescence will advance your cause, dear to us all who love

our people and country, who seek to enhance the national weal and honor .... Your Institution’s  interests will suffer no harm,

and thus united, the various Jewish sectors in the Diaspora and in Eretz Israel, will jointly lend substance to your radiant goals

ibid

18.uv,hca,u ',ubntvu hpuhv kg 'vzv snjbv jrpv kg 'os ,uczu ,uktudnv vhpf ,t vfnx 'vh,ucgu, kf og ',ukhktv
vbauav ,t khmvk ',unkm engc rut hercc 'vhkg ghpuv rat ,nt-kt rsv zugc 'vsh v,yb ktrah ,xbf /urvyn ygnf

vhuzcv ,ukhktv ka ,uxdv vhshc kuub,,u lgn,, kck 'vkuf xnrh, kck 'hpuhv ,bsg ,t 'vsnjbv 

205 wng wt vwhtrv ,urdt 'wktkmcw ,sudt ,hrcgv ,ubtv ,nfjk vrcjv hatrk ,rdt

19./// k²�t�k �m �C o·�J �C wv t¬�r �e U ²t �r vzn rcgn //// o�f�k UGDg �, t«k c �v�z h �v«kt�u ; �x�f h �v«k�t h �T �t iUGDg �, t«k /,cren ktnau vjus ihnhc
oa

C] HALACHIC CONCERNS - IDOLATRY, ART AND SCULPTURE

20. . �r �t�k , �j �T �n o�h �N �C r �JDt�u , �j �T �n . �r �t�C r �JDtE�u k �g �N �n o�h �n �� �C r �JDt v�bUn �T
k�f �u k �x �p W�k
v �GDgE�, t«k
 s:f ,una

1. Translation by Avner Tomaschoff in The Philosophy of Rabbi Kook, Zvi Yaron p153  
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21. o�f�k UGDg �, t«k c �v�z h �v«kt�u ; �x�f h �v«k�t h �T �t iUGDg �, t«k
 yh:f ,una

22.uaghh tka p"gtu o,kuzu ,uf,nvu ohbctvu ohmgv in ohhj hkgc hbhn ,urum ,uagn ubrhvzva thv ,hghcrv vumnvu
hf ucajha vrz vsucg hscug ova ohkfxv ucajha vn ovc cuajh tka hsf kkfc ,urumv ,uagn vejrv uzu /scgvk

 rnuk sunk, ,ubhsnc ihaug ohrjta lrsf hubk vaug hbhrv rnt, tka //// /,ujf ,urumkofk uag, tk 
 s vag, tk ,umn o"cnrk ,uumnv rpx

23.hubk tkt obhta cvzu ;xf ka ,urum rnukf h,t iuag, tk rntba ohcfuf ,sucg vbhta p"gtu hubk ,urum ,uagk ruxt
ohrhhmn iht lfhpk 'sckc ostv ,rum tkt hubk rumk ruxt ihtu 'ohcfuf ,sucgk ova unshu ohguyv ivc ugyh tka hsf
rm otu ivc tmuhfu ihkeryca ruhfvu ruhmv iudf ,ykuc vrumv vhv,a tuvu 'ostv ,rum ictc tku shxc tku .gc tk
ihneura ,urum ut ,uhkcyvu ,ujukv hcd kga ,urumv iudf ihbnx ka vrum ut ,geaun vrumv v,hv ot kct 'veuk

 ,ur,un ukt hrv dhrtc
 h vfkv d erp ohcfuf ,sucg ,ufkv o"cnr

24.ost ,rum ifu /,rav hftknu ohbputu ohpra ,urum ifu 'hssv hsvc ohbp ws iudf 'vbhfa rusnca ,urum rhhmk ruxt
/// o,uvavk ruxt 'uk otag ohcfuf scug otu /hubk ov ukhpt ,uagk ruxt ukt kf 'usck /,ykucc 'ohrunt ohrcs vnc

 o,uagk r,un 'ihbnxc k,ufc ohrhhmnau sdcc ohdruta o,utf ',geuac kct
 s ;hgx tne inhx vgs vruh lurg ijkua

25. i,uvavk iht kct 'itmun ot vtbvc ohr,un 'ukkv ,urumk ihscug ohudv ihta vzv inzcu
d ;hgx tne inhx vgs vruh lurg ijkua

26.

u:vp ost ,nfj

27.iht 'atr tkc ;ud ut atr ,rum kct 'vhrcht kfc vnhka vrumc teus tkt iuersu ost ,rumc urxt tka rnuta hn ah
 'vaugc tku utmunc tk ruxht oua vc(ihdvub ifu) 

 z ;hgx tne inhx vgs vruh lurg ijkua

28.;udv kfu oka oyuju ohbhg h,ac ost ,rum iudf ann vnhka vrumc tkt ohruxt obht ibhrxts ,urum kfs vtrbu
ruxt ubht vzu vrumv ka sjt sm ohrhhmnv ,me lrsf ruhmv hmj tk kct uc tmuhfu

 vf e"x tne inhx vgs vruh l"a

29.ihutk d"nxvu ruxt okugku eukhj iht iuersc kct vnhka vrum ibhgc ostc teuss thsvk gnan oak hfsrnv hrcsnu
c"g, vz kfc rhnjnvu ruxt okugku eukhj iht ostc ukhpts exp c"f

 ck e"x tne inhx vgs vruh l"a
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30.kga :rnut kthknd ic iugna icr `jknv ohk ofhkuh - iuers ,rum 'vbck ,rum 'vnj ,rum ovhkgu ohkf tmunv /whb,n
ihr,un - ihzucnv kga 'ihruxt - ihscufnv

:cn vrz vsucg

D] 2D IMAGES OF PEOPLE

As we saw above, the view of the Rambam, which is followed in the Shulchan Aruch is that 2D images of people are permitted.  This

would mean that there was no problem at all with photographing or painting people. There is however a dissenting view in the Rishonim

which holds that 2D images are forbidden and the Taz (Poland 16C) rules stringently in accordance with that opinion! (N.B. Even this

opinion only prohibits making the images.  Keeping an image is permitted)

The Chacham Tzvi (17C - Europe) went to visit the Sephardic Kehilla in London.  His son, Rav Ya’acov Emden describes the event as

follows:  “The true saint, my father and Rebbe, our great master ... was greeted with great respect the like of which is unheard of. He

was escorted into town in a royal flotilla amidst great jubilation.” The kehilla, relying on the majority of poskim had commissioned an

artist to draw his portrait.  The Chacham Tzvi due to his “great saintliness and holiness” refused to permit this. The hosts were unable to

restrain themselves and the artist managed with great speed and unusual talent to paint an

extraordinary painting. So true was his rendition that R. Ya’acov Emden declares, “All that is

missing is the breath of life.”

Does that mean that taking a photograph of a person is assur? Rav Moshe Sternbuch (Teshuvos

V’Hanhagos Vol. III, 263) rules that there are certainly grounds to be lenient, even according to the

view of the Ramban that 2D images are assur. His reasoning is that photos are produced by

‘grama’ - an indirect action.  The actual image is only produced on developing/printing and not on

taking the snap. For this reason, it is very rare that even gedolei hador refuse to have their

photograph taken, even where they wish to be machmir for the Ramban. (NB - some are machmir

for kabbalistic reasons.) There is a report that someone drew a picture of the Steipler Gaon (early

20C) during his army service in Russia. The Steipler is reported to have paid an entire day’s rations

for the picture and then immediately destroyed it.

London portrait of the Chacham Tzvi - 1714

E] IMAGES OF THE SUN AND MOON

31.ukhpt ,ur,un ikuf uf ',uruvku ihcvk 'snk,vk ov otu /,ugeua ihc ,uykuc ihc ruxt 'ohcfufu vbcku vnj ,rumu
 /,uykuctsaj tfhks 'ohcr kac ihrh,n ahu

 s ;hgx tne inhx vgs vruh lurg ijkua

32. ihaug ,ueubh,a vbcku vnj hruhmc ruxht ah ot /u
tuva urnth ohkusd ohabta 'vnjku vbckvk iuhns ann ah ot /vnju vbck ,rum gcmcu uhsc ihrhhmna ,ueubh,v rcsc
uc,f 'd"h e"x z"yv ihcu 'j"ex t"ne inhx vgs vruhc l"av ihc tvs /lubhjk utca uktk orxutk ah 'vbcku vnj ,rum
whpa 'vbckku vnjk ,uxjh,nv ,urum ovs wd ;hgxc t"nrv f"an er tku /,uagk ruxt iyuapf vbcku vnj ,rum ods
tuvs htsuu kct /iyuapf od tkt 'vbck ,rum vnj ,rum ovhkgu ohkf tmuns whb,n kg c"g c"n ;s z"gs whb,nc o"cnrv
'vbyev sh rpxn v"r,f thcva unf tuvu /oukf ubht if tk otu 'if uagha lhha tk ,ueubh, cura 'ann iuhns ahaf er
ohmurs 'vbcku vnj hruhm ,uagk ,ueubh,k snkk cuy tk vz khcac kct /ruxt vnjk vnus ,uhrcv hbhgc ot ers
cyhv rhhmk ukfuhafa iuuhf 'osnkk ubk vnku /ruxt rcs tuv tv vza 'ann ,unusv ohruhm ,uagk inz curc usnkha

 /ovk ruxtb
 y inhx v j"ut ekj van ,urdt ,"ua
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