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A Calculated risk: The Attitude of Jewish halakha to the art of cinema
Yehuda Witelson

Abstract

The art of cinema took its initial steps in the late nineteenth century and
gained strength and popularity for the duration of the twentieth century, into
the twenty-first. Throughout the history of cinema, Jews have created, been
represented, and watched this artform with the fabric of influencing forces varying
according to location and time. Rabbis and Jewish thinkers have periodically
related to the tension between the halakha and the art of cinema - in contexts
of its fundamental nature, artistic expression, and the watching of cinema.
The different Halakhic attitudes reflect an element of caution towards cinema,
not only because of previous injunctions warning against the various dangers
inherent in engaging in art, but also because cinema constituted a symbol of
modernity and secularism.

Over time, it became possible to discern significant differences between the
Halakhic authorities identified with the ultra-Orthodox Haredi society who
continued to express a negative attitude towards cinema, adding practical
safeguards concerning the production and watching of cinema, and those halakhic
authorities identified with the national-religious sector who demonstrated
acquiescent openness in relation to producing cinema and trust in those
watching the medium. Ultimately, it becomes clear that the problems identified
by the different Halakhic authorities in the art of cinema are not an integral
component of the cinematic act, and that not only is it possible to overcome
these problems, but that is already being undertaken by cinema producers and
viewers in the different societies. This in turn led to a cinematic enterprise which
can be viewed as a genuine religious endeavor, such as in the study of halakhic
questions by watching topical feature films or for example in the production

of films based on biblical or Jewish literary sources.

Keywords: Jewish cinema, Jewish art, Halacha and art, Halacha and modernity
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