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MAKING AN IMAGE OF CELESTIAL BODIES
by Rabbi Doniel Neustadt

Question: Is it permitted to photograph the sun, moon or stars?

Discussion: From the verse in Parashas Yisro, "You must not make images of what is with Me," the
Rabbis of the Talmud derive a Biblical prohibition against making images of any celestial bodies.
Rambam explains that the Torah prohibits making these images so that people will not come to
attribute Divine powers to them and worship them as avodah zarah. Thus it is forbidden to make an
image of the sun, moon or stars.

What does "make an image" mean? How do we define "image" concerning this prohibition? The
Rishonim describe three types of images:

Protruding (or raised) image — a three-dimensional replica.

Depressed image — an image carved into a substance.

Flat image — a two-dimensional painting or drawing on a flat surface.

Some Rishonim hold that the prohibition applies only to images which are raised or protruding; a
depressed or flat image is not a true representation of a celestial body and may be fashioned.

Shulchan Aruch, however, rules like the majority of Rishonim who maintain that the prohibition
includes a depressed or a flat image as well. In their opinion, a depressed or a flat image is a true
representation of a celestial body, since from our perspective, the sun, moon and stars do not
appear to the human eye as protruding from the heavens.

A minority view makes a distinction between a depressed image — which is prohibited, and a flat
image — which is permitted. They reason that a flat image of no depth is not considered an image at
all and is permitted to be painted or drawn. But most authorities equate a flat image with a
depressed image, which the Shulchan Aruch strictly prohibits. The basic halachah follows the more
stringent view.

Contemporary poskim debate whether taking a photograph of the sun or the moon is similar to
drawing a flat image. Several rule stringently on this issue.

Note: Although a flat image is prohibited, this applies only to making an image where the intent is to
represent a celestial body. For instance, it is prohibited to paint a shul ceiling with "stars," since the
intent is to represent the stars in the sky. But it is permitted to make images of the sun, moon or stars
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when there is no such intention. Thus, it is permitted to draw a Magen David, bake cookies in the
form of a half-moon, give children a "star" on a homework assignment, etc.

Question: Is it permitted to draw (or photograph) part of the sun or moon?

Discussion: It is only prohibited to draw (or photograph) an image of the sun in its entirety. It is
permitted to draw (or photograph) a part of the sun, or a partial view of the sun — i.e., a sun which is
partially obscured by clouds or after it has begun to set and is no longer entirely visible. The same
halachah applies to stars.

But it is forbidden to draw (or photograph) the moon in the beginning of the lunar month, even
though only part of the moon is visible at that time.

The reason why the halachah permits making a picture of part of a sun or part of a star and forbids
making an image of part of a moon is as follows: Barring extraordinary weather conditions, the sun
and stars always appear to us in their entirety; creating part of a sun or part of a star, therefore, is not
considered making an image of the sun or star at all. The moon, on the other hand, appears to us in
different shapes at different times of the month; in the beginning of the month, the partial- moon is
the actual appearance of the moon from our visual perspective. Thus it is forbidden to recreate that
image of the moon.

Question: Is it permitted to create (or photograph) an image of the sun or the moon for instructional
purposes?

Discussion: Shulchan Aruch rules that it is permitted to create images of celestial bodies if it is for the
purpose of "study, to [better] understand [their nature] and to [be able to] teach [their laws]." Indeed,
the Talmud tells us that Rabban Gamliel himself used various moon shapes to assist him in
questioning witnesses who testified regarding kiddush ha-chodesh. But contemporary poskim are
divided concerning the practical applications of this leniency:

Some poskim permit creating these images only to aid in the study of practical halachah, as in
the case of Rabban Gamliel.
Other poskim permit creating these images as teaching tools for any area of Torah study, e.g.,
when studying the creation of the world in Parashas Bereishis or when learning about Yosef's
dream.

One should consult an halachic authority as to whether or not it is permitted to make an image of a
celestial body if it is going to be used in a classroom science project, etc.

Question: Is it permitted to commission a non-Jew to draw (or photograph) an image of a celestial
body?

Discussion: No, it is not permitted. Just as it is forbidden to instruct a non-Jew to desecrate the
Shabbos on behalf of a Jew, so, too, it is forbidden to instruct a non-Jew to transgress any Torah
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prohibition on behalf of a Jew.

But once a picture (or a photograph) of an image of the sun, moon or stars has already been drawn
or painted, it is permitted to leave it in one's domain; there is no obligation to destroy or get rid of it.
[This applies to depressed or flat images only; a protruding image of a celestial body may not be
kept in one's possession.] Thus, if a picture of the sun, moon or stars appears in a book or a
newspaper, one need not cut it out.
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