Current Jewish Questions

Art in Jewish Law

I. Creating Art

1. Exodus 20:20
Do not make any gods to be alongside me; do not make for
yourselves gods of silver or gods of gold.
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2. Rosh Hashana 24a-b

MISHNAH. R. GAMALIEL USED TO HAVE A DIAGRAM
OF PHASES OF THE MOON ON A TABLET [HUNG]| ON
THE WALL OF HIS UPPER CHAMBER, AND HE USED TO
SHOW THEM TO THE UNLEARNED AND SAY, DID IT
LOOK LIKE THIS OR THIS?

GEMARA. Is this allowed, seeing that it is written, Ye shall not
make with me, which we interpret, “Ye shall not make the likeness
of my attendants’® — Abaye replied: The Torah forbade only those
attendants of which it is possible to make copies, as it has been
taught: A man may not make a house in the form of the Temple,
or an exedra (carved base) in the form of the Temple hall, or a
court corresponding to the Temple coutt, or a table corresponding
to the [sacred] table or a candlestick corresponding to the [sacred]
candlestick, but he may make one with five or six or eight lamps,
but with seven he should not make, even of other metals.[ Since a
candlestick of other metal besides gold would have been
permissible in the Temple.] R. Jose b. Judah said: He should not
make one even of wood, this being the way in which the kings of
the house of the Hasmoneans made it.[| When they first recaptured
the Temple from the Syrians, and were still too poor to provide a
gold candlestick.] They said to him: Can you adduce this as a
proof? The spits [the branches of the candlestick, so called because
they had no ornaments] were of iron and they overlaid them with
tin. When they grew richer they made them of silver. When they
grew richer still, they made them of gold.

But is it allowed [to make likenesses| of attendants of which it is
impossible to make copies, seeing that it has been taught: “Ye shall
not make with me”: [this implies|, ye shall not make the likeness of
My attendants who minister before Me on high?” — Abaye replied:
The Torah forbade only the likeness of the four faces [Ezek. I, 10]
all together. If that is so, the portrait of a human being by himself
should be allowed; why then has it been taught: All portraits are
allowed, save the portrait of man? — R. Huna the son of R. Idi
replied: From a discourse of Abaye I learnt: “Ye shall not make
with me’ [implies], ye shall not make Me. [And since man was
made in God's image (Gen. I, 27), the reproduction of the human
face is not allowed.|
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Still, are the other attendants permitted, seeing that it has been
taught: “"Ye shall not make with me": ye shall not make the
likeness of My attendants who serve before Me on high, such as
Ofanim and Seraphim and holy Hayyoth and ministering angels’
— Abaye replied: The Torah forbade only the attendants in the
upper sphere.[In the seventh heaven| But are those in the lower
sphere [the second heaven, that of the sun and moon]| permitted?
Has it not been taught: “Which are in the heaven: this brings under
the rule the sun, the moon, the stars and constellations; "above":
this brings under the rule the ministering angels?” — That
statement refers to the prohibition of [making a likeness] for
serving them.

If for serving, then the tiniest worm should also [be prohibited]?
— Yes, that is so, as it has been taught: Which are in the earth: this
brings under the rule mountains, hills, seas, rivers, streams and
valleys. Beneath: this brings under the rule the tiniest worm.

But is the mere making allowed? Has it not been taught: "’Ye shall
not make with me": ye shall not make a likeness of My attendants
who minister before Me, such as the sun, the moon, the stars and
constellations’? — R. Gamaliel's case was different, because others
[non-Jews| made for him. But what of Rav Judah who [had a figure
on a seal which] others had made for him, and yet Samuel said to
him, Shinena, [You clever person. Lit.. ‘sharp-toothed’] put out
that fellow's eye? [Deface the image. This shows that the fact that it
had been made by others does not render it permissible.] — In that
case the seal was projecting, and [Samuel forbade it] so that it
should not arouse suspicion,|That he used it for idolatrous
purposes] as it has been taught: ‘A ring of which the seal projects
must not be worn on the finger, but it is permitted to sign with it.
If the seal is sunk in, it is permitted to wear it but forbidden to sign
with it’. But does it matter if we do arouse suspicion? Was there
not a synagogue which ‘moved and settled’ in Nehardea [Rashi
states that according to a legend this synagogue was originally built
by King Jeconiah with stones brought from Jerusalem| and in it
was a statue [of a king] and Rav and Samuel and the father of
Samuel used to go in there to pray, and were not afraid of arousing
suspicion? — Where a whole body of persons is concerned it is
different. But Rabban Gamaliel was an individual? — Since he was
the Nasi, a large company was always with him. If you like I can
say that it was [drawn] in sections,| And so was not a complete
likeness.] or if you like I can say that he did it for purposes of
study, and it is written, Thou shalt not learn to do, which implies
that you may learn to understand and to teach.
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3. Rambam Avoda Zara 3:10

It is forbidden to create decorative forms, even if not idolatrous,
for it is written, "Do not make any gods to be alongside me" which
means to say forms of silver and gold which are only for decorative
purposes such that people would not mistake them and compare
them to idols. And there is no prohibition to make an image
except for humans and therefore we do not make forms of a
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human not with wood, plaster, stone. And this is where the forms
is protruding such as a sculpture, basin in a washroom, and the
like, and if he fashions it he is lashed (i.e. violates a biblical
commandment). But if it is sunk in or images of signs such as the
images on tablets or embroidered, these are permitted.

3:11

A ring which has a seal of a man, if it is raised it is forbidden to
wear it but permitted to use it as a seal. And if the image is
engraved, it is permitted to wear it but forbidden to use it as a seal
for it will create a raised image. Also it is forbidden to create forms
of the sun, moon, stars, constellations, and angels for it is written,
"do not make alongside me" meaning do not make images of my
agents which operate before most high. And even on a board
images of animals or other living things aside from men, and plants
and grass and the like, are permitted to draw even if it is raised.
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4. Shulhan Aruck Yoreh Dea 141:4

It is forbidden to create forms of things connected to the divine,
such as the 4 faces altogether. And so to the images of the seraphs,
and the ministering angels, and of man alone. All of these are
forbidden to make for decorative purposes. And if a non-Jew
made them it is forbidden to display them.

Ramo: At any rate, if one finds them, they are permitted aside from
the sun and moon for it is normal for idolaters to worship them or
that there is proof it was made to be worshiped, in which case all
forms are forbidden as we explained in the beginning of the
chapter. When was this said? With items which are raised. But if
it's engraved, such as embroidery or painted on a wall with signs, it
is permitted to make. And the image of the sun, moon, and stars
are forbidden whether they are raised or engraved. And if they are
for educational purposes, it is all permitted, even if it is raised (and
some permit for public use where there is no suspicion)
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II. Verses

5. B. Gittin 60a

Abaye asked Rabbah: Is it permitted to write out a scroll
[containing a passage| for a child to learn from? This is a problem
alike for one who holds that the Torah was transmitted [to Moses]
scroll by scroll, and for one who holds that the Torah was
transmitted entire. It is a problem for one who holds that the
Torah was transmitted scroll by scroll: since it was transmitted
scroll by scroll, may we also write separate scrolls, or do we say
that since it has all been joined together it must remain so? It is
equally a problem for one who holds that the Torah was
transmitted entire: since it was transmitted entire, is it improper to
write [separate scrolls], or do we say that since we cannot dispense
with this we do write them? — He replied: We do not write. What
is the reason? — Because we do not write. He then raised an
objection: 'She [Queen Helena of Adiabene] also made a tablet of
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gold on which was written the section of the Sotah'? — R. Simeon
b. Lakish had [already] explained in the name of R. Jannai: Only
the first letters [of each word were written there]. He then raised
[the following objection]: 'As he writes he looks at the tablet and
writes what is written in the tablet'? — Read, 'He writes according
to what is written in the tablet.' He then raised [the following
objection]: 'As he writes he looks at the tablet and writes what is
written in the tablet, If one lay, if one did not lie.! — What is
meant is that it was written irregularly.[Only the beginnings of the
verses were in full and the later words with first letter only.] On
this point Tannaim differ [as we were taught]: 'A scroll should not
be written for a child to learn from; if, however, it is the intention
of the writer to complete it, he may do so. R. Judah says: He may
write from Bereshith to [the story of the generation of the] Flood,
or in the Priests' Law up to, And it came to pass on the eighth day.'
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6. Rambam Responsa 268

Regarding a tallit which someone chose to use for tzitzit, and he
wishes to make the mitzvah nicer by skillfully embroidering the
edge with biblical verses and to write God's name with three yuds.
And an official in the city protest what he did and said that it is
forbidden to wear this tallit. Teach, my master, is this thing which
was done is proper and is permitted to follow, or is it a sin. And if
it is a sin, what is the law regarding this tallit which has the
embroidering of biblical verses, what is obligated with this, which
was permitted by the city official and not accepted? Teach us this
law and your reward will be double from heaven.

The answer is that this action is a sin and is not permitted at all.
And the prohibition from our perspective is from two reasons. The
first is that one is not permitted to write individual biblical verses,
but rather three letters alone and no more. And even when it is
permitted to write a section for a child to teach, this was only
permitted for the purposes of education, for the Torah was not
given to be written section by section, and certainly not verse by
verse. And even if someone thinks that this prohibition is only for
writing with ink and the like, but not for carving in wood or gold
and the like or embroidering in garments is permitted, know that
this there is no distinction between writing and embroidering.
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ITI. Art Appreciation

7. B. Avoda Zara 40b

MISHNAH. ALL IMAGES ARE PROHIBITED BECAUSE
THEY ARE WORSHIPPED ONCE A YEAR. SUCH IS THE
STATEMENT OF R. MEIR; BUT THE SAGES DECLARE:
[AN IMAGE] IS NOT PROHIBITED EXCEPT ONE THAT
HAS A STAFF OR BIRD OR ORB IN ITS HAND. RABBAN
SIMEON B. GAMALIEL SAYS: ALSO ANY [IMAGE] WHICH
HAS ANYTHING IN ITS HAND [IS PROHIBITED].
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GEMARA. If they are worshipped once a year, what is the reason
of the Rabbis?[ In allowing them to be used for a secular purpose,
provided certain symbols are not in their hand] — R. Isaac b.
Joseph said in the name of R. Johanan: In the place where R. Meir
lived, [the heathens] used to worship each image once a year; and
since R. Meir takes a minority into consideration, he decreed
[against the use of images] in the other places on account of the
place [where they are worshipped]. The Rabbis, on the other hand,
who do not take a minority into consideration, did not dectree
[against the use of images] in the other places on account of the
place [where they are worshipped)].

Rav Judah said in the name of Samuel: The teaching of the
Mishnah refers to the royal statues. [Statues of kings which were
reverenced by the populace, and not to ordinary idolatrous images]

Rabbah b. Bar Hanah said in the name of R. Johanan: The teaching

of the Mishnah only applies [to these statues| when they stand at
the entrance of a city [Only such are prohibited by R. Meir because
they are erected in a conspicuous place to be worshipped.|

Rabbah said: There is a difference of opinion [with regard to
statues| in villages, but as for those which are in cities all agree that
they are permitted. What is the reason [for their being permitted]?
They are made for ornamentation. [And not to be worshipped.]
But is there anyone [who says that the images set up] in villages are
made merely for ornamentation? Surely those in the villages were
made to be worshipped!| Because villagers do not spend money on
statues just as ornaments.] — If, however, [Rabbah's statement] is
quoted it must be in this form: Rabbah said: There is difference of
opinion [with regard to statues]| in cities; [Since there it is uncertain
whether they are ornamental or for worship.] but as for those in
villages all agree that they are prohibited.
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8. Rambam Avoda Zara 7:6

Images made by idolaters for art are permitted for benefit, but
those made for idolatry are prohibited. How so? All images found
in the villages are prohibited because the status quo assumption is
that those images were made for idolatry. But those found in the
city, if they are by the gates of the city, if there was in the statue a
staff or bird or sphere or sword or crown or ring, the assumption
is those were made for idolatry and are those prohibited to derive
benefit, but otherwise, the assumption is that they are only for
decoration and are permitted.
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9. Rambam Avoda Zara 8:8

The objects of idolatry which has been nullified before it came to
the hands of a Jew is permitted to detive benefit for it says, "the
statues of their gods you must burn in fire" refers when it comes
into our hands when they are acting with it as a divinity, but if this
was nullified it is permitted.
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