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JUDAISM’'S ENCOUNTER WITH

WESTERN VALUES
ART, AESTHETICS AND IDOLATRY
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A] TORAH AND AESTHETICS
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Perhaps the most famous Torah statement on beauty is apparently critical. Beauty is ‘hevel’ - vacuous - when contrasted
with fear of Heaven
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However this is NOT a statement about beauty itself, but what is appropriate praise of a woman
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Indeed, Zion is praised as the ultimate in beauty
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Yet beauty is noted and praised in the Torah - here with Rachel
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Chazal note that Rachel’s beauty was a motivating factor in Yaakov’s attraction to her
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Indeed there is a bracha to be said on seeing exceptionally beautiful people, creatures and nature (although in practice
this beracha is not made today)
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The Torah describes how the outer coverings of the Mishkan in the desert overhung the inner tapestries on both sides
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Rashi explains that this emphasis on describing the coverings is to teach ‘derech eretz’ - that a person should protect that
which is beautiful
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Noach gives his son Yefet (meaning beauty) a beracha that he should develop more beauty and then states - ‘and HE
shall dwell in the tents of Shem’
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Rashi, following Targum Onkelos, understands that verse is telling us that G-d will dwell in the tents of Shem - ie to the
exclusion of Yafet

119 T2Y 132 0T DYT NYTTRI PP 02 YR DT mmnn 2 gy 12,

19 PID9 © PI9 MYNID 1NN ONIN

Targum Yonatan however understands that the verse means that Yefet is given special beracha as long as he (ie Yefet)
dwell in the tents of Shem - ie in the context of Shem
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The clothing of the Cohen Gadol was designed to have an aesthetic impact and make an impression on those who beheld
it - just as the clothing of kings. See the following piece from Rav Kook - Orot Hakodesh 3:34 and the article from the
London Jewish Chronicle (September 13 1935), written shortly after his death.

Wl sl

ar

Y _:_;,., ._;:;_ ,,_.r__.‘:_;_ L
ashei—Jewish -Seulpture ™

REMBRANDT AND DIVINE LIGHT BOR7DR DOPIE DD

S

T

-y _':W M
) BY A/ MELNIKOFF
Aw-dn petist I am intecosted in ik el ™

graven Tmagds,” that has hiad.so much influsnce iu th f
: e ooIn Ara adiy prxw JOR29INN RTINS

creation of Jowhh' oarh .., .
Ona day I'tallkiad to ihe Into Nabbi Kook about this prohibitlion. ;
-1.askad bim whother it Is truo tbat somowhore fa our boly com- D2I°P 178 B BPIT AMIIHIT INYDY X XN DIPpN BTER

tmoatorles there I8 o passago which snys that under certain
conditlons sculpture is allowed to bo dono by Jaws? . e
wreLh8 Rabbl-kaTbtad _HiF BrowE "Lt 1ns sce, lat mo seo,”
hie was soying to bimsell. A fow moments Intor Le brought down
hage (Qemaroth from tha slolvos; he piled thom up on the tnblo:
,ie openod eno altar another, moving Lis dolicato flugers nloung the

YO Y BYIY I DR QTR IR MK 00TROM BYIVA DR

QYT DBy Abyms 121 RN LDMBAN MPER Y 198
Tovtp Bw STwa BYIR NSTAnm 13w cBem ayun pwaen

‘linas.of the haly seript az he rand. 1his wonb on for ball-an. - o
Ua looksd like n buater on-tho {rail, n bular atles Lot o DT3 YW DD DU DN TRR DT TP Ry hTH
krowledge. At last ho mtond up triumphantly. *lere il is" he : ‘ 9
suld, “Naw !i-len to whnt our lI:goa snypnboul)yonr queslion.” MAPET S RYTARORA NIKIRA W @ 0N il
I don't ‘remember the exact wording ho quoted, hnt it oA YRSER DM DIOWIM SR RPYY ndyna ovna DR
wag gomething llke this—"Qur sogos ®ay,” hn road out, “that it is
=-"°‘weg o dews to make images, if these aro dono imperfectly and ATO2Y APWIV NRINVAY DA NI SR DNoRA 1A
maimed.” .
This rande mo laugh. QY 7y 0K 05002 2Y%Donn 7Y BOIWE M01MAY MMInaw
Why &re you laoughiog 2" lie asked.
“In that case,” I roplied, I am surce my sealpture is kasher,” QY2 NNT0NY HY ODNYYYP R DN on
*Why * he naked.
"Becauso my work is fur from bolog perfect.” ) Y9 TNIRONI AbYyNRY Y BRI IATIR DYy A
. Now was bis turn to lsugh. Ho was all kindness, W talked
about Art and Lo told mo the [ollowing story : AIYNR MO NONIW NPIBIR 25¥3 51 ,0NBwl 1T Nyawn T

" When I lived in London I usad to visit tha National Gallery,

nnd my favourito pictures wers those of Rembrnndt. 1 really think DMV DI ORYYA OO D .ONYRWA VT DY D3Ianm 2iTyne

thol Rombrandt was n Tzadik. Do you know that when-I first saw

Rembrandt's worke, they reminded mo of the legend about the RYTA 23 ANK A2°0R3 BPAOT NP RPRA NIXDNA D00
crenbion of light? Wo nre told that wlhon God crented light. Y

it wns so stroug and pellucid, tbnt one conld geo froms one MEN 53 59 ARwenR) na%in RIRSOAT U DAY
nnd of the” world to the otboer, but (Jod wna afraid thal the iy SPYY " amwyn 9 by
wicked might nbuse-it. - Wiat did He do? ITo regerved that light rea 1'?73 MK EPATLN 837 UM 7 59 i > -,
tor the rightoous whon thio Measinh shouid_come. RBut now nnd LBy ahanm 1w

Lluanl thero are great men who are blessed nnd privilegod to ses
it~ 1 think “that Rembrandi_ swas one of then. and the lght , ) '
n bis Tictures is tLo very light that was originally created by (:ud YUY 3 792 VNP MIN - P ORI
Almighty.” ’
TThiave rend iwvtich abont Rembrandt, bub'none gives such n vivid
description of his genlua ns this. Only n man as purs of heagt nnd
srgvul as Rabbj Kook could have sean Rembrandt in that light,




5775 - )N ONIAN  www.rabbimanning.com 3 “'oa

B] HALACHIC CONCERNS - IDOLATRY, ART AND SCULPTURE

I INDA 003 WK TNHO YD WK Y00 D0Y3 WX IPNIN Y9 oy Ny 15,

79 MY
The Ten Commandments appears to open with a fairly strong condemnation of the visual arts - apparently, we may not
create any image or sculpture
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The Torah includes a prohibition on making ‘gods’ of silver ‘with Hashem’ and also any ‘gods’ of gold

WY XOW 9"YNY DNDIM MONNM DIIANM DINYN 13 DON DY PN MMNY MYYN WIPMNY NN TN MM 17.
) XWMY NN NTIAY OTIY DNY DDIDN 1VWMY NN DN DIWN> XOW YD HHI2 IMNN MWYN NpNIN WY . Taynd
D25 Y0 X2 W2 TNON MP TN PYIY DINKRY TITI O NYIY 2930 TINN XOY ... . IND MNKD

1 NVYN XD MsN 0"2n9D INSHN 190
The Rambam in Sefer haMitzvot explains this as a means to distance ourselves from idolatry. The prohibition refers not
only to making images for idolatry but also for non-idolatrous aesthetic purposes, in case a person may come to question
the truth of idolatry when he has such statues around him. (In this sense it is an interesting example of a ‘geder min
haTorah - where the Torah itself includes a mitzvah designed to prevent infringement of another mitzva - compare
yichud, shomer negia, not owning chametz on Pesach, not bearing a grudge)
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This Mishna deals with finding statues. When should one assume that they were used for idolatry? In the end the
Gemara draws a distinction between making statutes (which all agree is min haTorah) and finding and keeping statues
(which most opinions consider to be miderabbanan). Regarding making statues, all statutes are permitted except human
forms. Regarding finding and keeping the gemara is lenient about most statues, including human forms (although see the
halacha below which is in the end stricter on this). It is strict about images of the sun and moon and images of dragons!
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The Mishna in Rosh Hashana discusses how the sighting of the new moon was verified in the Sanhedrin. Rabban
Gamliel, the head of the Sanhedrin, had pictures of the moon which he used to interview witnesses who had claimed to
see the new moon. The gemara asks - how could Rabban Gamliel be allowed to have images of the sun and moon!?
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The prohibition on retaining statues is because of ‘chashad’ - i.e. ma’arit haayin - suspicion by other people that the
statue may be used for idolatry. In the case of a public organization, there is no such suspicion (no one suspects the
whole shul of worshipping idols). Similarly, Rabban Gamliel was not suspected. Alternatively, the Gemara says that
Rabban Gamliel’s statues was made in parts. Alternatively, his heter was that the statues were for educational purposes
which, whilst not permitting a Jew to make them, would permit a Jew to keep them in use for those educational purposes
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C] 3D IMAGES OF PEOPLE
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The Rambam rules that the Torah prohibition is to make 3D images of people, even for art. 3D images of animals, trees
etc are permitted. Similarly, 2D paintings of people are permitted
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The Shulchan Aruch agrees with the ruling of the Rambam that.-
(i) Making 3D images of people is prohibited
(ii) Keeping statues made by non-Jews is also prohibited (due to ma’arit ha’ayin)
(iii) All of this only applies to 3D statues. 2D pictures and images are permitted
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The Rema adds that, even these days when non-Jews do not worship idols, it is still prohibited to keep them for art,
although it is permitted to sell them on to others. However, if there is a suggestion that they have actually been
worshipped any benefit is prohibited. Thus, for the Rema, keeping a statues would be assur
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The Chochmat Adam (Vilna 18C) takes a lenient approach to keeping (as opposed to making) statutes of people these
days. Since the only problem of keeping the statue is ma’arit haayin and since most people these days do not worship
ordinary art statues, there is no prohibition on retaining them. He adds that it is preferable to deface them in some way
(e.g. by removing an eye) but this appears to be a chumra and not the strict halacha.
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The Shulchan Aruch goes on to rule that, according to some opinions (the view of the Rosh (Spain 13C)) forming a
human face without a body is permitted
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The Shach (Russia 17C) supports this leniency in principle ...
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.... but points out that it only applies to a human image, not a statue of a ‘drakon’ and also that some opinions prohibit
even part of a human image and, for that reason, ‘someone who is strict should be blessed’. Additionally there are
opinions that the heter to make a 3D face applies only to a featureless face. For this reason, there are people who are
strict and will not have a part of a human statute without making a blemish on it (usually knocking the nose off)
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Such a chumra would, in principle, also apply to children’s dolls. However, Rav Ovadia Yosef, whilst recommending not
to purchase dolls in full form suggests that they fall into the category things used for degrading or mundane purposes,
which are specifically excluded by the Mishna. Since dolls are left around the floor, this heter would apply (NB
expensive/china dolls would not fall within this heter)

C] 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
29.
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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.”
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London portrait of the Chacham Tzvi - 1714

Does that mean that taking a photograph of a person is assur? Rav Moshe Sternbuch (Teshuvos V'Hanhagos Vol. 1],
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 kabalistic
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.

D] IMAGES OF THE SUN AND MOON
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Whilst the psak of the Rambam permits 2D images of people, the halacha is stricter for images of the sun and moon.
Here, he agrees that all images, even pictures and paintings, are prohibited
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The Shulchan Aruch rules that 2D images of the sun and moon are assur, but allows even 3D images for the purposes of
education. This strict ruling is accepted by the poskim who prohibit any standard representation of the sun, moon and
stars. Partial images of them is allowed (e.g. a sliver of sun, half a sun setting or sum behind clouds etc, save in the case
of the moon which appears in the sky in partial form and is therefore prohibited to draw like this.

PYIY MPIPNY MDY NNN MIPNI NON YW DN ) 32.

NINY 1IN DT DOWINY ,NNNDY NIADND 1PNT WD ¥ DX .NN 120 NN YN PTA PINIY MDD 1272
N5 )™ PO 0N P L,N'PO R'NDP Y0 NYT NI T'UN P RNT.TIPND INIY ORI DIDND ¥ ;1320 1NN NN
HaY ,N3255) NN MDMNN MNY ONT ) PYDI X'NDIN 2"WN PI KD MYYD NONX YOI MY NNN NNY DT
NINTONTN DAN JOIWID D) NON N30 NNN NN NNY OOV DD RXIT NN DY 2"y 2”0 qT 3"y T "NN1 0"
,MVPN T 90N N'IND NXANY 1D XIN DIV IPNX 1D KXY DN ,JD WY THOY RO PPN W ,WNn JPIT Wwwd P
DONIIT ,MIADY NN PN MYYD MPIdNY THOY 10 XD M 922w DI . NONX DINND YT N3N MY O PIT
2V ND PVOIPYIY P ,OTNHOD N0 NN . NON 12T NN NN MY W00 NIYTH DINY MUY 110t 1172 YT

.DNY MON)

L Y0 N NN PN YN MIN N
Rav Moshe Feinstein agrees with the prohibition of drawing the sun and moon etc. He states here that children should
not be taught to draw these once they reach the age of chinuch (5 or 6).
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However, the issur is only if the images is clearly recognizable to people as the sun/moon. But, in any event, he sees no
reason to help a child to develop the ability to draw it well and thereby do an issur. Such an educational message is
clearly negative. Rav Hershel Schachter (Rosh Yeshiva of YU) agrees with this psak. Rav Wosner allows drawing the
sun and moon as part of a children’s parsha class for the creation or Yosef’s dream. these come under the heter of
educational purposes.

There is a debate as to whether suns and moons can be drawn for the purposes of learning astronomy. Many poskim
would allow owning books with pictures of the sun, moon and stars for educational purposes.
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