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B] BEAUTY AND AESTHETICS IN THE THOUGHT OF RAV KOOK
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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'

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
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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
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1. Translation by Avner Tomaschoff in 7he Philosophy of Rabbi Kook, Zvi Yaron p153
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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. lll, 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
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