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Yesterday was the end of sheloshim for my mother, Rae Paula Raff. Thursday, 
the day before, was the yahrtzeit for my mother’s father, Herman Klein, 
Mordechai Hirsch ben Efraim Fischl. Allow me a moment to tell you about my 
grandfather: 

 He was born in Hungary, as he put it “in the foothills of the Carpathians.” 
He was not interested in farming, definitely did not want to serve in the 
Kaiser’s army. The conditions ripe for adventure, he and a cousin, at the 
age of 16 (or maybe 14), ran away from home and somehow got on a boat 
to America. 

 With the outbreak of World War I, he enlisted so as not to be deported 
and became an amateur boxer (a/k/a “Knock-out Kid Klein”) so as not to 
get sent to Europe (which his cousin and he vowed never to set foot on 
again). 

 After serving honorably, marrying my grandmother Laura Levine, and 
several years of struggle to get by, Herman was set up in business as a 
dry-cleaner by Laura’s extended and very close-knit family. With Laura up 
front and Herman running the machines, Klein Cleaner’s thrived, and still 
bears that name today, more than 40 years since he sold it. 

 My grandfather always said “if someone knocks you down, you get right 
up and hit back twice as hard.” For my brother and me, I honestly believe 
he meant that metaphorically – that we were expected to work harder 
than anyone else and never quit. 

 After my parents, Herman Klein made me who I am today. 

 

My mother, Rae Paula Raff, was an artist – drawings and paintings flowed from 
her like a spring of water. So, I decided to spend time during sheloshim 
studying what our texts, tradition and greatest thinkers have said about art, the 
role of beauty and the creative impulse. 
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I. Context. 

When we think about Western art through at least the Renaissance, what comes 
to mind? The Catholic church. Western visual art is, at least through the 
Renaissance, the story of Catholic religious art. 

In the late 19th Century, German philosophers, in their writings on aesthetics, 
characterized Jewish culture as “aniconic” – that is, symbolic and not 
representational – due to the impact of the 2nd Commandment, lacking in visual 
culture and incapable either of producing art or appreciating art. Admittedly 
containing a kernel of truth, these writings fed into Nazi theory of Jewish 
degeneracy culminating in the closure of the Jewish museum of Berlin – opened 
in 1933 – following an exhibit titled “Degenerate Art” in 1938 (interestingly, the 
notion that the 2nd Commandment resulted in Jewish aniconism was echoed and 
heralded by Jewish neo-Kantian philosopher Hermann Cohen). 

In studying the 2nd Commandment and the evolution of rabbinic thought 
concerning representational art and looking at examples of art actually 
produced by Jews, we see that the 2nd Commandment as a halachic touchpoint 
and lived culture have been more flexible and porous than characterized by 
early art theory. I do still agree that Jewish art culture has been and remains 
primarily written and aural but scholars have been uncovering more examples 
of Jewish visual culture and reclaiming that as a legitimate aspect of the larger 
Jewish culture. 

II. Against Idolatry. 

Among the aseret ha’dibrot is lo ta’aseh l’cha pesel – do not make any 
sculptured image “or any likeness of what is in the heavens above, or on the 
earth below, or in the waters under the earth.” See Source 1. 

This 2nd Commandment is inextricably tied to the 1st Commandment “ani 
Ha’Shem.” No deep digging is needed to understand why – the text tells us 
unambiguously “you must not be lured into bowing down to them or serving 
them.” Source 2. 

Pausing for a moment, let’s consider what idolatry means: On a surface level, 
idolatry is literally praying to a physical object – believing that such object in 
imbued with or carries god-like powers. On a deeper level, idolatry is the belief 
that a human can create a physical representation of the Holy Blessed One, who 
is ineffable and beyond human apprehension. Further, idolatry reduces God to 
human created boundaries and thereby to incorrect understanding of God and 
becomes worship of human. 
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A symbolic representation of God cannot possibly capture and portray God, it 
“must necessarily be both inadequate and a distortion” because God is beyond 
human comprehension and apprehension. A sculpted object becoming an 
object of worship would be “the complete nullification” of a fundamental belief. 
Source 3. 

Another reason given: Our encounters with God were aural – a voice – not 
visual. We saw the effects of God’s actions – manna, the earth opening under 
Korach, the parting of the Red Sea – and visual indications of God’s presence – 
the clouds of glory – but the closest direct encounters were aural. 

II. Beautiful Objects. 

At the same time, the Chumash is replete with the human creation of beautiful 
objects – the parochet and menorah – and is the source for the concept of 
hiddur mitzvah: 

י ְמָרת ָעזִּ י ָיּה ְוזִּ י־לִּ יׁשּוָעה ַוְיהִּ י ֶזה לִּ י ֱאֹלֵהי ְוַאְנֵוהּו ֵאלִּ   ַוֲאֹרְמֶמְנהּו׃ ָאבִּ

As to the word ve’anvehu, Rabbi Yishmael says to read it as “beautify myself 
with mitzvot,” i.e., so the verse reads “This is my God and I will beautify myself 
before God-self with a beautiful lulav, beautiful tzitzit, a beautiful shofar, 
beautiful prayer.” 

On this same idea, Rashi says concerning the excess cloth overlapping the 
Mishkan, that “The Torah here teaches you a rule of life — that a [person] 
should take care of his artistic objects” by commanding that the beautiful 
lower curtains be protected by coarse upper ones. Clearly, Rashi expected Jews 
would have “artistic objects.” 

And there are many more examples such as concerning the bigdei kahuna “for 
dignity and adornment”. And, in the 1st Temple: 

 The altar “stood upon twelve oxen: three facing north, three facing 
west, three facing south, and three facing east, with the tank 
resting upon them; their haunches were all turned inward” 

 On the laver stand, “were lions, oxen, and cherubim” 

III. Relationship Issues. 
 
Art can lead people astray, art can elevate a mitzvah. What’s the difference? 
Idolatry results from being captivated by beauty and mistaking the emotional 
response for a spiritual truth. Hiddur mitzvah builds on an existing mitzvah 
that involves a ritual object already having kedushah. That is, the difference is 
in the intellectual, emotional and spiritual relationship with the object. And we 
have a graphic example of this: 
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 God said to Moshe “Make a seraph figure and mount it on a standard. 
And if anyone who is bitten looks at it, he shall recover.” 

 “[Hezekiah] . . . broke into pieces the bronze serpent that Moses had 
made, for until that time the Israelites had been offering sacrifices to it; it 
was called Nehushtan.” 

IV. The Mishna – Purpose and Relationship Really Do Matter. 

The Mishna reiterates that the purpose to which an art object was used or is 
intended for and/or the peoples’ actual relationship to the object matter, as 
you can see in Sources 14, 15 and 16. My favorite is Avodah Zarah, perek 3, 
Mishna 4, where a Greek questions Rabban Gamliel for going to “the bathhouse 
of Aphrodite.” (!) Does he argue that the sculpture is not of a Greek god? Or 
that maybe he was there to do an inspection? No – he says the statue was made 
to beautify the bathhouse and that clearly it was not meant for idolatry 
because, well, an idolator wouldn’t engage in bathhouse activities in front of an 
actual idol so it must be that the statue was not an object of worship. 

V. Meanwhile, Among the People . . .  

From excavated Mishnaic Period synagogues, we have examples of synagogues 
decorated with lavish mosaics (pictures composed of small colored tiles) of the 
stars, constellations and the zodiac, and frescoes (paintings made on wet 
plaster walls). 

The zodiac mosaics are surprising because they reflect Greek astrology, which 
is believed to have been derived from earlier Egyptian and Babylonian astrology 
– cultures not known for ethical monotheism. 

Then, there are the frescoes from the Dura-Europos synagogue. First, the sheer 
volume of frescoes – apparently wall-to-wall and nearly to the ceiling. But more 
interesting are the pictures themselves – showing full human body and faces, 
even including a nude bat Paroah rescuing Moshe from the Nile!  

In the Moshe and Aaron crossing the Red Sea, note the hands coming down 
from the top – God literally pushing the waters aside! Aaron, on the left, is 
facing the drowning Egyptians while Moshe on the right is facing the 12 tribes 
(count the heads and standards). And the bat Paroah picture: The faces are 
unique and expressive, serious, smiling, looking upward. Both show drama and 
tension. 

Could we imagine having pictures like this in our sanctuary?! 

What was going on? Maybe because they were 2-D, they thought they were 
“kosher.” Maybe, because they were in a synagogue and the pictures recount 
key episodes of the Chumash they would not become idolatrous objects.  
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Or, perhaps as Professor Melissa Raphael has written, by this time (3rd Century), 
Jews in the diaspora knew that Grecco-Roman cults were no longer a threat to 
their religious identity and so perhaps these frescoes reflect more relaxed 
rabbinic attitudes as well as cultural adaptation (or osmosis). 

VI. Rambam’s Balancing Act. 

Rambam recognizes that the ritual aesthetics played an important role in 
worship – in the Temple, the candles and Levitical music were to “produce 
certain emptions” which could “only be attained by pleasing sounds and 
melodies.” And the incense was burned to give the place and clothing of the 
Kohanim a pleasant odor. (Source 19). Similarly, Rambam prescribed listening 
to singing and music, strolling through gardens and “gazing at beautiful 
pictures” as the cure for melancholia. Source 20.  

At the same time, Rambam was, of course, mindful of lo ta’aseh l’cha pesel and 
gave clear expression to the expressed rationale therefore – avoiding “the false 
belief held by the masses, i.e., the idol worshippers, that these images have 
supernatural powers.” Source 21.   

His balancing act is most clearly articulated in the Mishneh Torah, where he 
says: “It is forbidden to make images for beauty’s sake, even it be not for 
idolatry . . . so that the erring will not err and imagine [the images] are 
dedicated to idolatry.” Source 22. He then immediately puts limits on this: 

 The admonition “is not applicable to any save to form the image of man. 
Therefore, the image of man should not be formed in wood, nor in lime, 
nor in stone’ – no 3-D images of humans 

 “However . . . if the image was homaloid, or a delineated form, such as 
the forms upon boards and tablets, or the forms woven in a rug, behold, 
such is permitted.” 

Ultimately the Shulchan Aruch adopts the “aesthetic of incompletion” in which 
2-D pictures of human figures are ok so long as they did not depict human 
faces and depictions of other natural or divine entities must be incomplete, 
partial or intentionally defaced. And so, by the late 17th Century, rabbinic 
portraiture emerges and a widespread phenomenon. 

VII. Rav Soleveitchik. 

Much of Rav Soleveitchik’s philosophical writing is characterized by binary 
opposites – Adam 1/Adam 2, “confronted man/non-confronted man.” In 
Confrontation, he criticizes the “hedone-oriented” “beauty-worshipper” who has 
a “craving exclusively for boundless aesthetic experience . . . inventing needs in 
order to give himself the opportunity of continual gratification . . . constantly 
discovering new areas where pleasure is pursued and happiness found and 
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lost”. The aesthete is, Rav Soleveitchik writes, a prisoner of “beauty unethicized 
and unreclaimed from aboriginal immediacy.” 

This does, however, point toward an aesthetic that comports with Torah values, 
i.e., for the sake of recognizing and bringing people closer to God. Look at this 
picture and contemplate: 

 

 “What a beautiful flower.” 

 “A person (my mom) made that – isn’t it incredible that a human could 
create something that not only evokes the flower but provokes 
amazement at its beauty” 

 “Isn’t it amazing that I can know what’s being communicated, appreciate 
its beauty, and also appreciate it’s creator (the artist), and then the meta-
thoughts – that I am able to think about the thoughts I’m having and 
realize all the levels of God’s miraculous creation” 

From looking at this picture, I am closer to God.  
 
VIII. Rav Kook’s Radical Move. 
 
Rav Kook’s writings about art and aesthetics represent a radical departure from 
prior mainstream rabbinic thought. 

Rav Kook saw creating art as a way for individuals to “realize the potential of 
all the spirituality imprinted in the depths of the soul.” In fact, creating art is an 
obligation on the artist: “As long as even one sketch remains hidden in the 
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depths of the soul, missing and not yet realized, it remains the duty of art to 
bring it to realization.” 

And Rav Kook is not unaware of the risks inherent in creating art. As to 
“artistic beauty . . .the product of human hands, our people takes an attitude 
which is positive and encouraging, but also restrained. We take care not to go to 
extremes or become intoxicated, even when dealing with the most sublime and 
lofty things.” 

His is an aesthetic fully cognizant of the risks but also with an artist’s 
awareness and appreciation of what art can be. This is nowhere better 
expressed than in the famous article from the London Jewish Chronicle – see 
Source 27. Said Rav Kook: 

I really think that Rembrandt was a Tzadik. Do you know that when 
I first saw Rembrandt’s works, they reminded me of the legend 
about the creation of light? We are told that when God created 
light, it was so strong and pellucid, that one could see from one 
end of the world to the other, but God was afraid that the wicked 
might abuse it. What did He do? He reserved that light for the 
righteous when the Messiah should come. But now and then there 
are great men who are blessed and privileged to see it. I think that 
Rembrandt was one of them, and the light in his pictures is the 
very light that was originally created by God Almighty.” 

IX. Rembrandt and Remembering My Mother. 
 
What is it that so captivates us about Rembrandt? Certainly, his use of light and 
shadow. But even more than that, it’s the eyes – they are painted in such a way 
as to draw us in and are so expressive. And, he painted his subjects as they 
really were – wrinkles, warts, bulbous nose and blotchy skin. Nonetheless, his 
portraits have a radiance and we see their inner beauty and life as it was 
actually lived. He is making pictures of God’s greatest and most beautiful 
creation – human kind – in its truest form. And so, by contemplating his 
portraits, we go interact with the picture, have internal dialogue and enter into 
not only the world of 17th Century Amsterdam, but a spiritual realm and end up 
closer to God as a result. For another example of this, I suggest comparing 
Rembrandt’s two pictures of the Akeida and refer you to Maurice Lamm’s Rosh 
Ha’Shanna d’rasha (Source __). 
 
I would not be so presumptuous as to put my mother in the same league as 
Rembrandt – nor would my mother have done so. Nor am I suggesting that my 
mother was such a tzadekket as to have been given access to God’s reserved 
light. I do, however, think we can see similar features in my mother’s 
representational works and the type of restraint, balance – ethics? – that Rav 
Soleveitchik hints at and that Rav Kook so eloquently articulated. And so, at the 
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risk of over-staying my welcome, let me ask that you take a few minutes to look 
at and contemplate the 4 images of my mother’s works and contemplate the 
following questions: 
 

 What emotional reaction do you have? What thoughts do they provoke? 

 Do you think they are halachic? How and how not? Are they ethical? 

 What do they reveal about the subject? The artist? You, the observer? 

 

May my mother easily find her place in the heavenly studio above and may her 
name be for a blessing here on Earth. Shabbat Shalom. 

 

#  #  # 


