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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 2: 13 - ART, AESTHETICS AND IDOLATRY - PART 1
OU ISRAEL CENTER - WINTER 2021/22

» Western culture promotes the development of and appreciation for the arts. These broadly encompass (i) the visual arts - painting,
sculpture, photography, film and perhaps also including architecture and design; (ii) the performing arts - music, theatre, dance,
opera, mime; and (iii) the literary arts - poetry, prose, drama.

* Torah thought has much to say about each of these three areas and we will be’H look at them in future shiurim.

* In this and the following shiurim we will focus solely on art and sculpture, first from a hashkafic and then from a halachic perspective.

A] THE FUNDAMENTAL QUESTION

* Hebrew has many words for beauty, including: nanon pav A1n. But is there a ‘Jewish’ or ‘Torah’ perspective on art and the
aesthetic?

* In the modern world there are many ‘Jewish artists’, but is the art in some way ‘Jewish’, or is the idea of Jewish art as unconvincing as
‘Jewish mathematics’.!

1. Does the biblical-rabbinic world-view contain elements which lend themselves to the development of a Torah esthetic? Or, to
put the question differently: Could the metaphysical commitments of Judaism permit it to accept without self -contradiction
the existence of a special category of the beautiful?

Rabbi Schubert Spero, Towards a Torah Esthetic, Tradition Issue 6:2 (Spring-Summer 1964)

B] CHALLENGES TO DEVELOPING A POSITIVE TORAH PERSPECTIVE TO ART

* The connection between art, especially sculpture, and idolatry in the ancient world, including ancient Egypt.

* The Torah prohibition on fashioning any graven image and likeness - the second of the 10 Commandments!

* Limited possibilities of halachically permitted Jewish engagement in the plastic arts. Note that most biblical Jewish ritual objects
are natural - eg succa, lulav, shofar, matza etc.

* Greek, Roman and then Christian dedication of art to pagan worship until the Middle Ages.

* Even after the Renaissance, much commissioned art continued to have Christian themes.

* For most of history, art was commissioned by the Church or wealthy sponsors/patrons. Almost no Jews had the financial ability to
commission art and were prevented from training in it.

* Some artistic expression was possible through the making of Judaica - eg chanukiot, kiddush cups, or decorating synagogues. But
these were miniscule in nature and limited in funding, compared to the creation of great statues or painting of great churches.
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Chazal learn the importance of buying and making beautiful mitzva objects from the Torah itself.”

* Through the 18th and 19th centuries a number of factors enabled more Jewish engagement in art and the aesthetic, including:

(i) more secular art expression became possible; (i) Jews began to gain financial stability and access to training; (iii) non-observant
Jews were less interested in the halachic prohibitions. Approaching the 20th century, art also began to become more abstract. This
enabled more halachically permitted outlets, even in the plastic arts.

* With the establishment of the Jewish Yishuv in Israel and the State in 1948, many more opportunities arose for large scale
sponsorship of art, and the establishment of art schools such as The Bezalel Academy of Art and Design.

1. Asimilar debate surrounds the concept of ‘Jewish philosophy’. Jewish philosophers abound but is there something specifically ‘Jewish’ about the ideas they present or the manner
in which they present them?
2. See Shulchan Aruch OC 656 where the parameters of this mitzva are defined.
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* Inrecent years these opportunities have become increasingly open to the observant Jewish population.

* However, the religious Jewish communities in Israel, the US and other countries still have very little education or interest in
appreciating the fine arts, especially in a cultural and not merely aesthetic sense. This is especially true of contemporary, abstract and
post-modern art. While the observant community is very connected with the worlds of literary and musical arts (although the
performing arts do have halachic limitations), there is far less of an interest in the observant Jewish community in visiting galleries,
exhibitions and museums.3

C] THE VALUE OF BEAUTY

C1] IS BEAUTY A VALUE OR A MIRAGE?
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One of the best known Torah statements concerning 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 regarding what is the appropriate praise of a woman.

C2] THE BEAUTY OF GOD
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Tehillim opens the famous 'Barchi Nafshi’, which describes the beauty of the universe, with a description of God as
‘clothed in beauty’ - hadar.
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Malbim explains that ‘hadar’ expresses the concept of outer visible beauty and ‘hod’ refers to an inner intrinsic beauty.
Clearly, God does not have physical beauty and the idea is symbolic. But does it suggest something more fundamental
about the concept of beauty?
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The Redak quotes a Midrash” that God has beauty and strength in a combination that man (other than Mashiach) cannot
achieve.

C3] THE BEAUTY OF THE AVOT
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Beauty is noted and praised in the Torah - Sarah is praised as having a beautiful appearance .....
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...... as was Rivka.

3. For more details on this see Judaism and Art from the Perspective of an Artist, Rabbanit Yael Shimoni - https://torah.etzion.org.il/en/judaism-and-art-perspective-artist
4. Yalkut Shimoni on Tehillim 104:1
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Rachel is praised with having a beautiful appearance and form ......
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...... as was Yosef.
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Chazal note that Rachel’s beauty was a motivating factor in Ya’akov’s attraction to her.

C4] THE BEAUTY OF HUMAN FORM
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Chazal praise the exceptional beauty of some of the Amoraim as reflecting that of the Avot, of Adam and ultimately of
God!
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Chazal instituted a beracha to be said on seeing exceptionally beautiful people, creatures and nature (although in
practice this beracha is rarely made today).
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The Gemara records that certain Tannaim said this beracha when they saw exceptionally beautiful Roman women!

C5] THE BEAUTY OF ZION AND THE MIKDASH
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Zion is praised as the ultimate in beauty.
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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.

C6] BEAUTY AND AESTHETIC IN A LIFE OF TORAH?
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Pirkei Avot presents different models as to the role of wealth and aesthetic in a life of Torah. R. Shimon bar Yochai
recognizes that beauty, wealth and honor are important tools in the life of the Tzadik and in the world as a whole.
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Yet, in the same chapter of Pirkei Avot, Chazal present the ascetic, rather than aesthetic, as the goal for a Torah life!

» We see throughout history that different Jewish communities have adopted these different approaches in their avodat Hashem. Each
has its challenges and advantages.

D] THE MISHKAN - ART, ALLEGORY AND SYMBOL
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The most detailed artistic creation in the Chumash is the building of the Mishkan, which is described in minute detail.
The key requirements set out by the Torah in order produce the Mishkan are chochma, bina and da’at.
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Rashi defines these are follows: Chochma is the knowledge and learning one acquires from others. Bina is the ability to
apply that knowledge and extrapolate it into new ideas. Da’at is the creative Divine inspiration - ruach hakodesh -
which sparks the process of creativity.
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R. Avraham ben HaRambam explains Chochma and Bina in a similar manner to Rashi, but understand Da’at to be an
intellectual blend of chochma and bina.

25. The fact that these highest mental and intellectual abilities [Chochma, Bina and Da’at] have to be ascribed to Betzalel makes
it evident that here it is no question of producing a merely external work of art, but that it concerns a work that is to be
symbolic in every part of it, and that the ideas which are to be expressed in it, and through it, are to be kept present in the
minds of the makers as their guiding thoughts and intentions.

R. Shimshon R. Hirsch commentary to Shemot 31:3°

5. Foramore detailed analysis by R. Hirsch on Chochma, Bina and Da’at see his commentary to Bereishit 41:33
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26. If allegory can be defined as a representation of an expressible something by another expressible something, the mystical
symbol is an expressible representation of something which lies beyond the sphere of expression and communication ..... A
hidden, and inexpressible reality finds its expression in the symbol. If the symbol is thus also a sign or representation, it is
nevertheless more than that ..... the symbol ‘signifies’ nothing and communicates nothing, but makes something transparent
which is beyond all expression.

Gershom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, p 27-28

27. Allegory is understood generally as a figurative expression or, in the theory of art, as a sensuous representation of an abstract.
In this sense, something which is particular is taken only as an example of the general. It is well known that philosophical
systems every so often present allegorical interpretations, such as the images implied in folk cults or myths, and that the
allegorical mode is sometimes applied to the Scriptures in attempts to decipher the hidden meaning of the narrative or of the
images. Symbols, on the other hand, are understood in many of the presentations as signs or images so imbued with
meaning that it is impossible to distinguish between the sensuous appearance and the meaning implied in that appearance.

Nathan Rotenstreich, Symbolism and Transcendence: On Some Philosophical Aspects of Gershom Scholem's Opus®
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These same concepts of Chochma and Bina and Da’at were used by God to created the Universe!
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The Netziv highlights the connection between man building the Mishkan and God creating the Universe. One is a
symbolic microcosm of the other.
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Chazal connect the building of the Mishkan with the Creation of the Universe. They also note that Chochma from God is
only given to those who already possess chochmal
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The Etz Yosef (on Ein Yaakov) explains that the first chochma which people must create for themselves is the common
sense of basic morality - derech eretz. Only a person who has first built that, through their own ethical choices, can be
worthy of the gift of Divine Chochma.

6. The Review of Metaphysics (June 1978) Vol. 31, No. 4 p 605
7. These verses appear immediately after the far better known lines (Mishlei 3:17-18) =N 7°20N) M2 DPINNID NN OPNNY :0YY PHDM92) DY T DT
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E] BEAUTY AND AESTHETICS - RAV KOOK
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As-do actist I am interastod in_tich Biblisal prdlibition ot
making — graven Tmagés) {hat has had.so much influsnce fu the
creation of Jowlsh art, .., LI

Ona day I-tallied to tho Into Rabb! Kook nbout this prohitition,
‘1.askad bim whother it Iy truo that somowhere fa our Lkoly com-
toatnrles ‘there s o possage which saya that uwder certain
conditlons sculpture is slloswed to bo dono by Jawa?: . .
<Rl 8- Rabbi-kdTbtad_hibrows, Lat s ace, lot o see,”
hie was snying to bimsell. A fow noments Iator Le brought down
hage (Qemaroth from tho slolvos: he piled thom up on the tnblo;
e openod cne altar anothor, moving his dollcato fingers ulong the
linas.of tho holy seript as he rand, 2Nis wont on for ball-an-houwr.
Ho-looked like n- Lunbter on-tho {rail, n Luiler aftor trath and
keowledge. At last ho mtond up triumphbantly. *licro il is,” ho
suld. " Now lislen to what our sagos say about sour question.”

I don't remember tho exact wording ho quoted, hnt it
wag gomething llko this—"Qur sagos ®ay,” hn road out, *“that it is
allowed to Jews to make images, il thesc argo dono imperfectly and
maimed.” d
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"Why dre you lsughing?" ho aekod.

"In that case,” I roplicd, "I am surc my seulptuce is kasher,”

*Why * he naked.

"Becauso my work is fur from bolog perfect.”

. Now was bis turn to laugh. Ho was all kindness, We talked
about Arb and bo told ne the [ollowing slory:

" When I lived in London I usad to visit tha National Gallery,
nnd my favourito pictures worn those of Rembrandt. | roally think
that Rombrauds was n I'zadih. Do you know thnt whon- I first saw
Rembrandt's worke, they veminded mo of the legend about the
crenbion of light? Wo nre told that when God crenbad light.
it wos go stroug and pellucid, tbat one conld seo from: one
nnd ot the” world lo the other, but (Jod wns afraid that the
wicked might nbuse-it. - Witat did He do? e regerved that light
for tho rightoous whon tho Messinl should_come. But now nnd
then thera are grent inen who are blessed nnd privilegod to ses
it.~ 1 think "that Rembrandi_stas one of then, and the Hght
In" biE pictures is tho very light that was originally created by God
Almighty,” B ’

TTave fend much abont Rambrandl, bulnone gives such n vivid
description of his genfus s thia, Only n mnn s purs of heagt nnd
soul a8 Rabbi Kook could have aean Rembrandt in that light.

London Jewish Chronicle (September 13 1935),
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Rav Kook describes the following series of causes and effects in the world of art and aesthetics: (i) the tzadik appreciates
THIS world more than most people since he/she is removed from it and regard it from an externfil and panoramic
perspective; (ii) the tzadik therefore sees in aesthetic beauty a refined sanctity that transce:*nds its p_hyS|caI form; (|! i) this
causes a resonance in the soul of the tzadik which triggers a parallel resonance in the higher Sefira of T_|fe_3ret;_(|v) the
spiritual impact of this higher resonance then flows down from the Sefira into this wo_rld; (v) thi_s inturn splrltugllzes and
inspires the artisans of this world to produce art of even greater quality, through which the spiritual power of Tiferet can

emanate.
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True art can be a deep expression of the resonance of the human soul. While any aspect of the soul is as yet unexpressed,
there remains an duty for artistic potential to express this. Of course, some things done in in the name of ‘art” actually
demean and debase the human condition. These represent a gross misuse of the spiritual quality of artistic talent.

35. 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°

36. 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’ (vishiei 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
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Rav Kook sees most expressions of art as being halachically permitted. Only sculpture of the human is halachically
limited and, even then, there are means to permit it at least partially.
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On the one hand, the Torah includes a prohibition on certain art forms. On the other, it enjoins Bezalel to create a work
of great art - the Mishkan. Rav Kook expresses this as the right (strong) hand pushing away, but the left (weak) hand
drawing close.

39. 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 brethren, 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

8. Translation by Avner Tomaschoff in The Philosophy of Rabbi Kook, Zvi Yaron p153
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Rav Kook saw Christian idolatry as the root cause of much corruption of the spiritual value of art. He saw the revival of
Jewish perspectives on art as an attempt to pull art away from this corrupting influence and back to a place of purity.

* In Part 2 we will be’H look at the thought of Rav Shimshon Refael Hirsch in culture generally and art in particular.

» We will then examine art and the aesthetic in through the lens of a number of contemporary thinkers - including Rav Soloveitchik,
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks and ybc’l Rabbi Chaim Brovender and Rabbi Schubert Spero.

» We will then begin our examination of the halachic issues, which we will conclude be’H in Part 3.
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