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IMAGES OF THE SUN, MOON,
AND CONSTELLATIONS

It is written in the Torah: “You shall not make with me gods of silver and gods of gold” (Shemot 20:19). The
Sages derive from here that there is a prohibition to sculpt or retain images of the heavenly bodies. The
Gemara clarifies that there are two separate prohibitions. On a biblical level, it is forbidden to construct these
forms. On a rabbinic level, it is even prohibited to retain such forms, even if they were made by others, for
fear of “chashad,” or suspicion. This section will clarify which forms are prohibited to make, and which are
prohibited even to retain, based on the different approaches of the Rishonim.

(n ]l Masechet Rosh Hashana 24a SO MYAWNKINODN A7

MISHNA: Rabban Gamliel had forms of the moon on a tablet
on the wall of his attic, which he would show to the laymen [who
testified regarding the new moon]. And he would say to them: Did
you see a form like this or like this?

GEMARA: And is it permitted to create these types of forms? Isn’t
it written: “You shall not make with Me gods of silver, or gods of
gold” (Shemot 20:19), meaning you shall not make images of My
attendants?

... Rav Huna, son of Rav Idi, said: From a lecture of Abaye I heard
“You shall not make with Me [iti]” is interpreted as: You shall not
make Me [oti].

And is it permitted to form images of other attendants? Isn’t it
taught: “You shall not make with Me gods of silver,” teaches that
you shall not make images of My attendants that serve before Me
on high, for example, ofanim and seraphim and the sacred chayyot
and the ministering angels. Abaye said: The Torah prohibited
only those attendants that are found in the upper Heaven.

And is it permitted to form images of those in the lower heaven?
Isn’t it taught that “that is in Heaven” (Shemot 20:4) serves to
include the sun, the moon, the stars, and the constellations; the
term “above” serves to include the ministering angels? When that
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beraita is taught, it is in reference to the prohibition against the ministering angels? When that beraita is
taught, it is in reference to the prohibition against worshipping them...

And is the mere fashioning permitted? Isn’t it taught: “You shall not make with Me gods of silver” teaches
that you shall not make images of My attendants that serve before Me, for example the sun, the moon, the
stars and the constellations.



The case of Rabban Gamliel is different, as others, ie., gentiles, TWYN XY (XDNM MW M KN
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And are we concerned about arousing suspicion in a case of this kind? But what about that certain
synagogue that had been destroyed in Eretz Yisrael and its stones were relocated and it was rebuilt so that
it sat in Neharde’a, and there was a statue [andarta] of the king in it. And nevertheless Rav and Shmuel
and Shmuel’s father and Levi would all enter and pray there and they were not concerned about arousing
suspicion. The Gemara answers: When many Jews are present it is different.

But isn’t Rabban Gamliel an individual? Since he is the Nasi, the head of the Great Sanhedrin, many people
were always found with him. If you wish, say they were formed from pieces of images that had to be put
together. And if you wish, say: Rabban Gamliel did this to teach himself, which is not prohibited, as it is
written: “You shall not learn to do after the abominations of those nations” (Devarim 18:9), which indicates:
However, you may learn to understand and to teach.

The Gemara above distinguishes between a raised form and a sunken (or flat) form. In order to understand
the following sources, it is necessary to delineate the three groups of images referred to in the Gemara:

1. Images of heavenly bodies (“that serve before Me on high”)

2. Images of humans (that are made in G-d’s image - “lo taasun oti") and other beings that serve Hashem
(angels)

3. Otherimages (e.g., animals)

Rishonim dispute which type of case the Gemara refers to when it distinguishes between a protruding seal

and a sunken seal. Likewise, they dispute in which case there is a prohibition to form the images and in which

a prohibition exists to retain them in one’s house.
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First Opinion - Rambam and Tosafot

According to Tosafot and the Rambam, one may not make any image of heavenly bodies even if they are
sunken, as that is how they are seen by the human eye. Therefore, the distinction made by the Gemara
between “protruding,” or raised, and “sunken” refers only to the faces of people. The Rambam adds that
concerning images of animals and the like, it is even permitted to form them as protruding.

L1 Bl Tosafot, Masechet Avoda Zara 43b

But Rabban Gamliel was an individual? - If one asks, why
did [the Gemara] not answer that the images of the moon
[of Rabban Gamliel] did not protrude [ie., they were not
raised] and that is why Rabban Gamliel [was permitted to]
have them? The Ri and Rabbeinu Tam and the Riva [all]
explain that regarding the [shapes] of the sun, moon, and
constellations, there is no distinction whether they are raised
or sunken, for even in the sky [i.e. the way we see them] is
similar to them being sunken. [Rather] this distinction only
applies to faces and the like....

LAl Rambam, Hilchot Avoda Zara 3:11

Itis likewise forbidden to draw the image of the sun, the moon,
the stars, the constellations, and angels; as it says: “You shall
not make with me”, meaning: You shall not make images of
My attendants who serve Me in the heavenly sphere, not even
upon a tablet. Images of animals and other living creatures,
other than man, and images of trees and plants and the like,
one may draw, even if the image was protruding.
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Second Opinion -

Ramban

According to the Ramban, it is prohibited to form any shape of the heavenly bodies or of the human face,
whether they are protruding or flat. The only distinction that is drawn with regard to these images is
concerning retaining them: It is permitted to retain sunken or flat pictures, but not if they are protruding.
Regarding other images, it is prohibited to make or retain protruding ones, but it is permitted to make and

retain ones that are sunken or flat.



LVl Chidushei HaRamban, | 1370 "wrTn .20
Masechet Avoda Zara 43b SN M7 ITAY NOon

We have concluded that the shapes of the heavenly bodies, even in the
lower heavens, are prohibited. It seems [ proper] to explain that there is
no difference whether the shapes are raised or sunken. Similarly, [the
same is true] regarding the illustration of a human face, for the
verse says, “do not make.” The Merciful One only distinguished
between raised or sunken when other people made it, [and there]
the Rabbis said that if it is sunken it is permitted but if it is raised it
is prohibited due to chashad (suspicion — people think he worships
the shape, or that he made the object). That which is written in the
beraita, “a ring whose seal is raised is forbidden” is not referring to the
shapes of the heavenly bodies, but refers to other shapes. Since they
are raised, one has to be concerned for chashad, perhaps this shape has
been worshipped since he retains it. And even though other people
made it, it is still prohibited to retain it. Likewise, it is prohibited to
make any shape in a raised manner, lest people say that he is doing
it to worship it.
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Third Opinion - Ritva

One is permitted to make any image if it is flat. A protruding image of the heavenly bodies as well as the
human face is prohibited, but ones of other objects are permitted. One is always permitted to retain objects

as long as there is no concern of chashad.

LB Chidushei HaRitva, | X“avmnwrrn 21
Masechet Avoda Zara 43b SN M7 ITIAY NOoN

One can derive from this that [only] making [it] is prohibited, but
retaining [such a shape] would be permitted as long as there is no
chashad... asshapes ofidolatry are permitted to be made as I explained
previously, for the Gemara states [in Avoda Zara] “and is a shape of a
drakon [an image similar to a snake] prohibited”... We derive from
this that the shape of the sun and moon and the heavenly bodies
are only prohibited when they are raised, as if not, then why would
a seal that is raised be permitted to sign with, just because the seal is
actually sunken? Rather it must be as we have explained. And this law
applies equally to the sun and moon and heavenly bodies as they are
only seen [as objects that could be worshipped] if they are raised...
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Rabban Gamliel’s shapes were raised... and this is also
the opinion of my teacher the Rashba may the Merciful One
protect him and save him, and so is this the opinion of some of
the French rabbis.
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The Shulchan Aruch codifies the halacha in accordance with the opinion of Rambam and Tosafot.

Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 141:4

It is forbidden to draw images in the sphere of the shechina
(Divine presence). For example, the four faces together,* and
the images of the serafim, ofanim, and [other] ministering
angels. Similarly, [it is prohibited to draw] the face of a
person by itself. These are all forbidden even if they are done
for beauty. If one commissioned a gentile to draw them, it is
prohibited to retain them...

When does this prohibition apply? Only if the pictures are
raised, but if they are sunken, similar to those that are
woven in clothes or drawn on walls it is permitted to make
such drawings. And the images of the sun, moon, and
stars are prohibited [to draw] whether they are raised or
sunken. But if they are to teach oneself, to understand, or to
teach others, they are permitted, even if they are raised.

Rema: And some permit in a case of many people present,
where there is no suspicion.
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The Shach clarifies that a flat image has the same halachic status as a sunken image.

Shach, Yoreh Deah 141:25

Only if the pictures are raised - Meaning that specifically
in the case that they are raised, it is forbidden both to make
as well as to retain them. However, if they are sunken it is
permitted to make them and definitely to retain them...
For this reason the pictures that are drawn on the walls and
tablets, even though they are level, are considered as if they
are sunken, as [the key issue] is that they are not raised in their
current form. Therefore, pictures of the sun and moon, which
themselves are [seen as] as two dimensional in the sky — are
forbidden even if they are sunken.
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4. 'Thisisareference to the four faces mentioned in the prophecy of Yechezkel of the Ma‘aseh Merkava, the prophecy of the Chariot (see Yechezkel 1:10).



RABBI SHABTAI BEN RAV MEIR HAKOHEN — THE SHACH (1621-1662)

Rav Shabtai was born in 1621, and grew up and spent most of his life in Lithuania. From a young age he was known as an ilui
(Talmudic genius) and shortly after his marriage to the great granddaughter of the Rema, he served on the Beit Din in Vilna together
with the Av Beit Din, the author of the Chelkat Hamechokek commentary on Shulchan Aruch Even HaEzer. At the age of 24, published
his magnum opus commentary on the Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Deah known as the Siftei Kohen (hence he became known by the Hebrew
acronym Shach). Rav David HaLevi, known as the Taz, who was much older and a well-known rabbinic authority, also published his
commentary on the Shulchan Aruch in the same year. Despite the age difference between them, the Shach subsequently wrote
a treatise called Nekudot Hakesef where he argued with the Taz’s decisions in many places. The Shach and Taz became the most
important commentaries to the Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Deah, and today the decisions of the Shach are considered by many as the
most authoritative. In addition to his commentary on Yoreh Deah, he also wrote a commentary on Shulchan Aruch Choshen Mishpat.
During the Chelminiki pogroms of 1655 he fled together with the rest of the Jewish community and eventually became the rabbi of
Helsove in Moravia. He died shortly thereafter.

However, the Taz argues with the Shulchan Aruch and rules in accordance with the Ramban that it is
prohibited to make any image of the heavenly bodies or a human face even if it is sunken (or flat), and the

other raised images are also forbidden.

Taz, Yoreh Deah 141:12

It is permitted to make them - This indicates that concerning
all the images that were forbidden above, one is permitted to make
them when they are sunken. However, the Tur cited the opinion
of the Ramban that all images that are biblically prohibited [to
make] based on [the verse] “You shall not make [images] with
me,” namely the four in the realm of the shechina; the images of the
angels in the upper realm; the images of the sun, moon, stars and
constellations in the lower realm; the image of a person, based on the
derivation from the verse “you shall not make me,” meaning similar to
the image in which G-d appears to the prophets; all of these images
are prohibited whether they are raised or sunken. There are other
images where there is a rabbinic prohibition to make them -
(only) regarding these images is there a distinction whether they
are raised or sunken. From this we can also ascertain that regarding
the images that are prohibited from the Torah to make, and retaining
them is permitted from the Torah and prohibited by rabbinic law
due to chashad, also regarding them (in terms of retaining) there is
a difference between them being raised or sunken. This opinion is
brought by the Ran in the name of the earlier Sages, and he wrote
that this opinion is the correct one. He proved this opinion from
the Talmud. Hence, it is astounding that the Shulchan Aruch did
not cite the opinion of the Ramban. With regard to the practical
halacha, we certainly cannot be lenient against the opinion of the
Ramban, as the Tur also subscribes to this, as does the Ran...
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CHILDREN’S DoLLS AND TOYS

There is a dispute among the Acharonim whether it is permitted to make or even buy children’s dolls due to
the prohibitions of creating and retaining certain images, as a doll consists of an entire body in the form of
a person, which is prohibited according to the Shulchan Aruch. Rav Ovadia Yosef is lenient in both making
and buying dolls. Rav Nissim Karelitz prohibits making dolls but permits retaining them, while Rav Shmuel
Wosner prohibits even retaining dolls unless one deforms it in some form.

© Responsa Yechaveh Daat 3:64 O | NYT MM niw .31

Question: Is it permitted to buy dolls that are made in the
image of people and have raised features for children?

Answer: In Masechet Avoda Zara (43b) it is explained that
it is prohibited to make an image of a person in a raised
form. Rabbeinu Moshe of Coucy in his Sefer HaMitzvot
(Smag, negative mitzvot 22) opines that even a face
without a body is prohibited. However, Tosafot and the
Rosh in Masechet Avoda Zara hold that the Gemara only
prohibited making a statue of a person as a full body
form, but forming a head alone without a body would
be permitted, even if it was raised. The Mordechai also
subscribed to this opinion, and the Shulchan Aruch also
codified this opinion (141:7) ...

However, this all this applies to fashioning a raised human
face for aesthetic purposes, such as a statue and the like,
which is a permanent fixture. But [concerning] dolls that
are made to be played with by children, it seems that there is
no prohibition in making them at all, and one may certainly
buy and retain them. [This is true] especially based on what
Tosafot state (Avoda Zara 43b) where they clarify that the
entire prohibition is based on a suspicion of idolatry... but
regarding dolls everyone knows that there is not even a
slight connection to idolatry especially in our days.>®
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5. However, it should be noted that in Responsa Yabia Omer (3, Yoreh Deah 8) printed in 5746 (1988) Rav Ovadia writes that it is prohibited to

fashion dolls: “Those people who buy their children dolls to play with — have whom to rely on. However, it is preferable to be stringent and not buy
dolls that have a full human form with all the limbs and organs. Rather, [one should purchase] only [one with] the top part of the body or a doll that
can only be seen from one side, i.e, one eye, one hand ete. One is permitted to do business with this merchandise, buying and selling, even with
dolls that have full human form, but one should not manufacture them. And those factories that make these, who says that they are doing so with
the will of the Sages? One who asks about this should be told to act stringently ab initio ... nevertheless one shouldn’t rebuke those who are lenient
with harshness.” A similar ruling is cited on the next page from the Yalkut Yosef. However in his Responsa Yechaveh Daat cited above, as well as in
Halichot Olam (volume 6, p.281), publishedin §762 (2002), he is lenient, so presumably one should follow Rav Ovadia’s later, more lenient ruling,

It should be noted that there are other poskim who are lenient also for similar reasons. See Ha'amek She'ila (57:3) written by the Netziv, as well
as the more contemporary Responsa Az Nidberu by Rabbi Binyamin Zilber (8:39) concerning mannequins in stores. For a comprehensive
treatment of this subject in English, see Rabbi Michoel Zylberman, “The Laws of Forbidden Image” in the Journal of Halacha and Contemporary
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Question: Is one who has a doll in his house with
hands and feet obligated to deform it as is mentioned in
the Shulchan Aruch (Yoreh Deah 141:2) that there is a
prohibition of retaining it due to chashad? Even though
nowadays it is not common to worship these images,
nevertheless the Rema (141:3) maintains that there is still
a prohibition of retaining it.

Answer: It is clear that a complete form with a complete
face is prohibited to retain and one must deform the face
in the correct manner.”

Question: Is it sufficient to deform part of the face such
as an eye or the nose, or perhaps since it is mentioned in
the Pitchei Teshuva (141:10) that even if it has a featureless
head, it is prohibited to retain the entire body, maybe this
isn’t sufficient, as it is no better than a featureless head,
which is still prohibited.

Answer: Concerning the novelty of the Yaavetz, that
even a featureless head on an entire body is prohibited,
which he derived from the words of the Rosh...all the
gedolim disagree (see Maharit, Yoreh Deah 35); it follows
that the Rosh is referring to the form of a head, and he
nevertheless only forbids this in the case of a complete
form. Therefore, there is no room for the stringency of the
Ya'avetz. But regarding the primary argument of the Rosh,
the Maharit argues that one should be stringent regarding
a Torah violation. But the main violation refers to the
face, and since one deforms it in the correct manner, it is
permitted (see the Beit Lechem Yehuda with regard to the
[necessary] measure for deforming it, that [doing so] to
the nose is enough).
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Society 2004, also available for download at wwwiyutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/750417/rabbi-michoel-zylberman/the-laws-of-forbidden-

images. [Addition of the editors of the English edition]

7. The concept of deforming the image to permit making and retaining it is mentioned in the continuation of the Gemara cited above (Rosh

Hashana 24b).



1o Chut Shani, Kuntres Asiyat
Tzurot, p. 232 #4

One who has a complete doll - even if it is just the head
alone - ifthe image is raised, regarding the face, the eyes, the
nose, the ears — one should ab initio deform it in a noticeable
manner, such as on the nose or the ear and the like, where
it is noticeable that something is missing. Nevertheless
one should not rebuke those who retain such images, as
mentioned in the Chochmat Adam, for nowadays, there is
no worry of chashad to make them, for it isn’t common that
people worship such shapes. Nevertheless it is fitting to be
stringent and deform it in a noticeable manner.

If the doll has facial features that are raised, but the ears are
covered with hair or a hat, and in reality there are no ears
at all, the halacha is the same as mentioned earlier, that it
is fitting to be stringent and deform it, since it looks like
a complete form. All this is regarding retaining such a doll
where the prohibition is only due to chashad, but to make
the form of a person is a Torah violation, and is prohibited
even though it is not common to worship such images.
Therefore if the hand or foot broke off the doll, re-joining
the part is perhaps a Torah violation, for by doing so, one
makes a complete form in an active way, and transgresses
the prohibition of “lo taasun iti”
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The Yalkut Yosef holds that although buying dolls is permitted in principle, it is preferable not to purchase
dolls that consist of a full length person, and ideally a Jew should not participate in the production of these

dolls either.

Yalkut Yosef, Laws of Educating

a Child, p. 278

Those who buy their children dolls to play with have whom
to rely on. However it is preferable to be stringent and not
buy dolls that have a full human form with all the limbs and
organs, but only [ones with] a top part of the body or that
can only be seen from one side, i.e., one eye, one hand, etc.
One is permitted to do business with this merchandise,
buying and selling, even with dolls that have full human
form, but lechatchila one should not manufacture them,
and “someone who guards himself should distance
himself from this.” And those factories that make these,
who says that they are doing so with the will of the Sages?
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One who asks about this should be told to act stringently, but
nevertheless one shouldn’t rebuke those who are lenient harshly.

The Gemara in Rosh Hashana indicated that images of the moon formed in order to study the laws of Kiddush
Hachodesh, sanctifying the new moon, are permitted. The poskim discuss whether this permissive ruling
applies only to the case of Kiddush Hachodesh or to any purpose other than worshiping them.

Rav Chaim Dovid HaLevi (Aseh Lecha Rav 6:54) rules that if it is clear that one’s intention is not for idolatry,
it is permitted due to a variety of considerations. Rav Nissim Karelitz (Chut Shani, Kuntres Asiyat Tzurot 1:6)
permits doing so in order to teach about the Creation of the world or Yosef’s dream. Rav Moshe Feinstein
though permits only in certain situations.

oMl Responsa Igrot Moshe, Orach Chaim 5:9 Jll V:11 "IN | TwN NMN N“1W .35

Is there a prohibition regarding the drawings of the sun and
moon that children draw?

Regarding children who draw the shape of the sun and moon
with ink and color, if it looks very much like the moon and
sun, such that adults would say that it [actually] is the shape of
the sun and moon, it should be prohibited for those who have
reached the age of chinuch (education). For both the Shach
(Yoreh Deah 141:8) and the Taz (Yoreh Deah 141:13) state that
making the simple shape of a sun or moon is also forbidden...

But this is only where there is a clear resemblance to the sun
or moon, and most children are not capable of drawing this,
for if there is no [real resemblance] it is not a problem at all.
This is as his honor cited in the name of the Yad Haketana, that
it is only a problem if it resembles a sun in the eyes of people.
However, [even if it is technically permitted in most cases]

it isn’t good to teach children to draw the sun and moon,
as they will want to learn eventually how to draw pictures
that actually resemble them, which is forbidden. Why then
should we teach them only to forbid it later when they are able
to draw properly?*
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8. Rav Hershel Schachter is cited by R.Zylberman in the article mentioned in the previous footnote (see footnotes #9 and #12 in the article) as
agreeing with the approach of Rav Feinstein, though he did permit drawing pictures of the sun partially covered by clouds. [Addition of the editors

of the English edition]



