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The Midrash of Rabbi Akiva on the Crowns

Alef. It has three lines shaped like the letter zayin on its top. These correspond to the ministering angels, who pronounce the Name after three words. As the verse states, “Holy, holy, holy [is] Hashem of hosts” (Isaiah 6:3). And it has two lines shaped like the letter zayin at its bottom. These correspond to [the people of] Israel, who pronounce the Name after two words. As the verse states, “Hear Israel, Hashem our God,Hashem is one” (Deuteronomy 6:4).
Bet. It has two lines shaped like the letter zayin on its top. These correspond to the supernal court and the earthly court. [Bet means “house” and the Hebrew for “court” is literally “a house of judgment.] And both of these convene on the same days [of the week] (Shabbat 129b). And also, the bet’s two lines shaped like the letter zayin correspond to two worlds: this world and the world to come.
Gimel. It has three lines shaped like the letter zayin on its top. These correspond to three days in which the world made use of the light of the Holy One, blessed be He. And also, it has three lines shaped like the letter zayin because on the third day [of Creation] there were three things: the dry area was created and was called land; and it was clothed garments of plants; and all of the waters in the world returned to their place and was called seas and rivers.
Dalet. It has two lines shaped like the letter zayin because on the fourth day [of Creation] two lights were created. And sometimes dalet has three lines shaped like the letter zayin. These correspond to the two great lights and the stars.
Hey. It has three lines shaped like the letter zayin on top, because on the fifth day [of Creation], animals, birds and fish were created from the water. And also hey’s three lines shaped like the letter zayin correspond to angels, seraphim and ophanim.
Vav. It has one line shaped like the letter zayin on top, because on the sixth day [of Creation] man was created, and his soul was given to him from heaven. And the vav tends downward because his body is from dust of the earth below.
Zayin. It has three lines shaped like the letter zayin on top, because on the seventh day [of Creation] “He ceased and rested” (Exodus 31:17). And on [that day] a person is obligated to delight in three delights: in eating, drinking and clean clothing. And also it is rounded because whoever violates the Sabbath willfully cannot raise his head until he repents. And why is zayin bent downward toward the right? Because if he returned in repentance, the Holy One, blessed be He, stretches forth His right hand and accepts him, and forgives him for all his sins.
Chet. It has two lines shaped like the letter zayin because on the eighth day [after a boy’s birth] a man will circumcise the flesh of his foreskin and in the covenant are two commandments: milah (removal of the foreskin) and periah (removal of the inner layer of the foreskin). And if he performed milah but not periah, it is as if he did not circumcise. And also, chet is curved like two thighs, because if a person casts off from himself the yoke of circumcision, the gates of Gehennom are opened before him.
Tet. It has three lines shaped like the letter zayin. That corresponds to the three good families: cohanim, Levites and Israelites. And also tet has four lines shaped like the letter zayin on top corresponding to four families: cohanim, Levites, Israelites, and righteous converts. And also, tet has five lines shaped like the letter zayin because they all keep the five books of the Torah.
Yud. It is bent upward and downward. That corresponds to ten men who pray in the synagogue and bow their stature and pray and direct their heart to their Father in heaven.
Kof. It has two lines shaped like the letter zayin corresponding to two families of the kehunah: the children of Aaron, Elazar and Itamar.
Upright (final) Kof. It has three lines shaped like the letter zayin in order to raise with them three families of Levites: Gershon, Kehat and merari, guardians of the sanctuary.
Lamed. Crowned above and standing upright. It corresponds to the King of the world, Who is standing upright above the entire world, with a crown of praise on His head. And why is its crown below? Because the Holy One, blessed be He, sits above and gazes and looks below.
Open Mem and closed, [final] mem. Each one of them has two lines shaped like the letter zayin. These correspond to two thrones of the Holy One, blessed be His name: a throne of judgment to judge the nations of the world and a throne of compassion to judge Israel.
A simple nun and a stretched-out, [final] nun. Both have three lines shaped like the letter zayin. These correspond to three crowns that were given to Israel: the crown of Torah, the crown of kehnunah and the crown of sovereignty. And also nun’s foot tends downward because if the king or sage or cohen did wrong, his step descended. And why does it lean toward the right? Because if they repent, they return to their original greatness. And also it is rounded מגולגלת so that whoever is humble and lowly, the Holy One, blessed be He, enhances him and bequeaths him the life of the world to come, because there is no trait in the world as good as humility and the fear of sin.
Samech. It has two lines shaped like the letter zayin above, because whenever a person engages in Torah and the commandments, the secret of the upper and lower worlds is revealed to him. As the verse states, “The secret of Hashem is to those who fear Him and it is His covenant to inform them” (Psalms 25:14).
Ayin. It has three lines shaped like the letter zayin above, corresponding to the humble of the land of Israel, who are beloved to their Creator and to the ministering angels and to human beings. And also ayin has five lines shaped like the letter zayin to add to them the righteous ones of the land of Israel and those who fear sin. And also ayin straight on top, because the Holy One, blessed be He, raises whoever has humility and lowliness. And also ayin stands up straight and is bent over because the Holy One, blessed be He, lowers whoever raises himself. And why does it bend down toward the right? Because if he returns [in repentance,] the Holy One, returns him to his greatness. And also ayin stands up straight and tends to the left, because if a person has not torn his heart and the coarseness of his spirit, there will be no rising up to his fall.
Simple pei and upright, [final] pei. Each has two lines shaped like the letter zayin, because when a person opens his mouth in Torah and in prayer, all of his desires are met. And also pei is rounded and has three lines shaped like the letter zayin on top, because all Torah and prayer that do not have repentance and good deeds, the Torah is nullified and the prayer is not desirable. And also, pei [and] final pei are rounded because every prayer that does not have a broken heart and a bent head is not desirable. And all of the explanations given regarding the regular pei apply to the final pei.
Simple tzadi and upright, [final] tzadi. Each one has three lines shaped like the letter zayin, corresponding to three forefathers: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. And also tzadi has four lines shaped like the letter zayin corresponding to the four matriarchs: Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah. And also, final tzadi has five lines shaped like the letter zayin corresponding to the five thunders of the day of the giving of the Torah.
Kuf. It has two lines shaped like the letter zayin. These correspond to the two knots of tefillin: of the head and of the arm. And sometimes it has one line shaped like the letter zayin corresponding to the showplate (Exodus 28:36).
Reish. It has one line shaped like the letter zayin corresponding to the tallit and the mitzvah of tzitzit.
Shin. It has three lines shaped like the letter zayin. These correspond to the two tefillin and the mezuzah. And also shin has four lines shaped like the letter zayin corresponding to the four tzitziyot [on the four corners of the garment]. And sometimes it has seven lines shaped like the letter zayin corresponding to the firmaments.
Tov. It has two lines shaped like the letter zayin corresponding to Hebrew and Aramaic of the twenty-four books [of Scripture]. And sometimes there is a tov that has one line shaped like the letter zayin corresponding to the Talmud and words of the Sages.




The Small Letters and Their Explanations

Alef. The alef in the verse “Vayikra [and he called]” (Vayikra 1:1), [is small. Without the alef, the word is read, vayikar, “and he happened upon.”] This teaches that the Holy One, blessed be He, is revealed to the nations of the world only with half a statement. “And God happened upon Balaam” (Numbers 23:4), without an alef. But [He speaks] to the prophets of Israel with a complete statement. Therefore, [the Torah says that when God called Moses,] Vayikra [with an alef]. You might say that Vayikra [here] should have had a large [alef]. But [the small alef] indicates the difference between how [God] calls the angels and [how He] calls Moses.
Bet. [The letter] bet in Proverbs (30:15): “[The leech has] two daughters, Hav [give] and Hav.” [The word hav is spelled with a bet, and] the bet of the first hav is small. [And bet means “house.”] That means that [the “leech”] destroyed the house of Hashem and diminished the honor of the Temple two times.
Gimel. “And a gush [clod] of earth” (Job 7:5). [Gush is spelled with a gimel, which is written small. This word] is read as gush, with [a u sound, indicated by the letter] vav, although it is written as gish, with [an I sound, indicated by the letter] yud. The gimel of “gush of earth” in Job parallels the three [mentions] of a human being in Proverbs: “What, my son? And what, the son of my womb? And what, the son of my vows?” (Proverbs 31:2).  [This alludes to] the three days after death and the three days [of the punishment called] “the beating in the grave.” Therefore, [this letter is written] small.
Dalet. In Proverbs:  “a man who is guilty of robbing the dam [blood] of one’s lifeblood” (Proverbs 28:17). The dalet in dam is written small, because a person who spills blood kills four people, [and the letter dalet has the numerical value of four. These four people are:] the person murdered, and it is as though [the killer also] murdered [the victim’s] wife, sons and daughters.
Hey. “Bihibar’am, in their being created” (Genesis 2:4) [is written with a] hey, [which is written] small. That is because [after having sinned, man] is made small and diminished by the hand [of God.] As [the verse states,] “You placed Your hand upon me” (Psalms 139:5; Chagigah 12a).
Vav. “Behold, I give [Pinchas] My covenant of shalom [peace]” (Numbers 25:12). [The word shalom, “peace,” contains] a vav, which is [written] small. “ [This means:] “For [Pinchas’s] sake, I give him and no other My covenant of peace as a complete [sheleimah] gift.” [The word sheleimah is written like shalom, except that instead of a vav it has a yud, which is like a small vav.] [In our Torah scrolls, this vav is not written small but broken in the middle.]
Zayin. “Vayizata”  (Esther 9:9), [the name of one of the ten sons of Haman, contains] a zayin, which is written small. This is because Haman denounced [the Jews] with seven [accusations, and the letter zayin has the numerical value of seven. These accusations were]: “There is one, [separate] nation scattered and dispersed among all the countries of your sovereignty, and their religion is different from that of any [other] nation, and the rules of the king…, and it is not worthwhile for the king to tolerate them” (Esther 3:8).
Chet. “I am chaf [innocent]” (Job 33:9). [The word chaf contains the letter] chet, which is written small. Seven commandments were given before the giving of the Torah, and all of them are included in the verse, “And Hashem God commanded the man, saying, ‘From every tree of the garden you may surely eat” (Genesis 2:16).
	1. “Commanded.” This word refers to [the prohibition against] idolatry. As the verse states, “He desired to go after the ‘command’ [of idolatry]” (Hosea 5:11).
	2. “Hashem.” That alludes to [the prohibition against] cursing Hashem. As the verse states, “And one who blasphemously pronounces the name of Hashem” (Leviticus 24:16).
	3. “God [Elohim].” That alludes to [the necessity to have] judges. As the verse states, “Do not curse judges [Elohim]” (Exodus 22:27).
	4. “The man.” [That alludes to the prohibition against] bloodshed. As the verse states, “A person who spills the blood of a man, by a man [his own blood will be spilled]” (Genesis 9:6).
	5. “Saying.” [That alludes to the prohibition against] illicit relations. As the verse states, “Saying, if a man sends away his wife…” (Jeremiah 3:1).
	6. “From every tree of the garden.” [That alludes to the prohibition against] stealing, of “Do not steal.”
	7. “You may surely eat.” [You may eat that, but you may not eat] the limb of a living animal.
Tet. “May He remove shivto [His rod] from me” (Job 9:34). [The word shivto contains a] tet, which [is written] small, to indicate that there are no sufferings equal to the sufferings of Job. [In our texts, this letter is written large.]
Yud. “Teshi [you forgot]” (Deuteronomy 32:18). [The word teshi contains a] yud, which is [written] small, indicating, “You weakened the strength of the Creator.”
Kaf. “Velivkota [And to weep for her]” (Genesis 23:2). [The word velivkota contains] a kaf, which is [written] small, indicating that whoever does not weep over a worthy human being is punished with a kaf and a kaf and a kaf [the three [shapes of the letter kaf; Sefer Hatoda’ah].
Lamed. “Lo aleicheim [not upon you]” (Lamentations 1:12). [This contains the letter] lamed, which is [written] small, because initially [the people of] Israel were the head, and now they are the tail.
Regular and final nun. There are [instances in which both forms of the letter] nun are small: “neta oren [he planted a sapling]” (Isaiah 44:14), “Nebushazban” (Jeremiah 39:13), and “the words of a nargan [grumbler] are like blows” (Proverbs 18:8): their strength became as tow under a certain constellation, on a certain day and at a certain hour, leading to his disgrace. (This possibly refers to Nebushazban, officer of Nebuzaradan, or possibly to some other verse with a small nun, which is missing here). [The nun is small in the following verses as well:] “Naftali is a swift deer” (Genesis 49:21). “The maiden of Israel naflah [has fallen] and will rise no more” (Amos 5:2).
Samech. “Because He will hide me besuko [in His tabernacle]” (Psalms 27:5). [Besuko contains a] samech that [is written] small. [The letter samech has the numerical value of sixty.] “Sixty might men surround [the litter of Solomon]” (Song of Songs 3:7). “The secret of Hashem [that] is for those who fear Him” (Psalms 25:14) has been revealed. [The word besuko is written not with a vav at its end, but] with a hey, [which has the numerical value of five]. [Hashem] adjured [Israel] with the five [books of the] Pentateuch and with eleven verses that begin with [the letter] yud and end with a bet hidden from which samech/sixty is hidden, which you recited with the intention that he was my beloved; you guarded me from those who were placed around me, like the number of a squared samech/sixty. [In the phrase,] “In a tempest and in a sufa [storm]” (Nahum 1:3), [the word sufa contains] a samech, which is [written] small.
Ayin. “L’avet (to subvert) a man in his dispute” (Lamentations 3:36). [The word l’avet contains an ayin, which is written small.] To one who possesses, I have placed a tov-zayin on his head. [The consecutive letters] samech ayin [allude to] the ordination [semichah] of the seventy [ayin] [members of the Sanhedrin).
Pei. A small pei [appears] in [Parashat] Ha’azinu [in the verse,] “Vekhiper (and appease) His land [and] His people]” (Deuteronomy 32:43). [Vekhiper contains a pei, which is written small.] The pei of “bishparpara [light of morning]” (Daniel 6:20). [This word contains two letters pei.] The first pei is small, the second is large. Its mouth is open. [Pei has the numerical value of eighty.] And after [the opening] eighty letters [of the Torah, the verse] writes, “And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light.” Because we do not find “saying” prior to that.
Tzadi. “Vetzivkhat [and the cry of] Jerusalem has risen” (Jeremiah 14:2). [The word vetzivkhat contains] a tzadi that is [written] small, because [the Israelites] diminished the righteous. And [this] “cry” was in regard to the wine in the streets. And so too two times—in “a tzaddik [righteous person] will never stumble” (Proverbs 10:30), and in “tzedakah [charity] saves from death” (Proverbs 10:2)—tzadi is small, because a person who sees that he will be diminished should give charity.
Final Tzadi. “He breached me, feretz [breach] upon faretz [breach]” (Job 16:14). [Feretz] has a final tzadi, which is [written] small.
Kuf. “Katzti [I am disgusted with] my life” (Genesis 27:6). [Katzti contains] a kuf, which [is written] small. This [statement of Rachel] teaches that she saw with Divine inspiration that Titus would destroy the House whose height is a hundred cubits—[kuf has the numerical value of a hundred]—and he will diminish the honor of Israel. The kuf of “Vikavru [and they will bury]” (Ezekiel 39:12) is small. The kuf of Yitzchak [Isaac] in the verses, “And Abraham was hundred years old when Yitzchak [Isaac] was born to him,” and “Yitzchak [Isaac] found a hundred measures” (when the tribes were born), [is small.
Reish. The reish of “Parshandata” (Esther 9:4), [one of the sons of Haman,] is small, because he was diminished and hanged.
Shin, Tav. [The letters] shin tav inf “Parshandata” (Esther 9:4), [one of the sons of Haman,] are small. Remove the pei and reish [from that name] and shamta (“execration”) remains. In “And Esther vatikhtov [wrote]” (ibid. 9:2), [vatikhtov has two letters tov.] The second tov is small. Some say that the vav of “Venafsho [and his soul] He will not quicken” (Psalms 22:30) is small, and the reish of “like the beam of orgim [a weaver]” (Samuel 1 17:7), and the vav of “they stagger, ivrim [the blind]” (Lamentations 4:14) are small.

Large Letters

Alef. “Adam, Seth, Enosh” (Chronicles 1 1:1). The alef [in Adam] is large, because Adam was the pinnacle of created beings.
Bet. The bet of “Bereishit (in the beginning)” (Genesis 1:1) is large, because it precedes everything in Scriptures.
Gimel. “Vehitgalach [and he shall shave himself]” (Leviticus 13:33) [contains the letter] gimel, which is [written] large, because [the person] shaving was in a state of [ritual] purity.
Dalet. The dalet of Echad (Deuteronomy 6:4) is [written] large. From here, the Sages said that one must extend the dalet of Echad [when reciting the Shema].
Hei. “Halashem [To Hashem] will you repay in this way?” (Deuteronomy 32:6). [Halashem contains] a hei, which is [written] large because it is like two words. And there cannot be [one] word without its companion (and so the hei is large, so that it should be visible as written specially, although in truth it is one word with “Lashem”).
Vav. The vav in [the word] “gachon [belly]” (Leviticus 11:42) is [written] large, because [it refers to the belly of a serpent, and] every serpent was cursed with six curses, [and the letter vav has the numerical value of six].
Zayin. The zayin [in the name] “Vayizata” (Esther 9:9) is [written] large, because all [of Haman’s sons] died with one breath (see Megillah 16b). Some say that it is the zayin in “hakezonah [like a harlot]” (Genesis 34:31) [that is written large], and some say [the zayin in] “Zichru [remember] the Torah of Moses My servant” (Malachi 3:22) [is written large].
Chet. “Chur [white], fine cotton and blue [textiles]” (Esther 1:6). [Chur contains] a chet that is [written] large. The chur [textile] was in the Temple, and none like it was found in the world. And some say that the chet of “Khakhlili [red]” (Genesis 49:12) [is written large], and some say the chet of “Jacob vayechi [lived” (ibid. 47:28) [is written large].
Tet. “Tov [better] is a name” (Ecclesiastes 4:1) [contains the letter] tet, which is [written] large. And so “May He remove shivto [His rod] from me” (Job 9:34) [contains a tet that is written large, to indicate] that there was nothing like the suffering of Job.
Yud. “May the power now yigdal [grow]” (Numbers 14:17). The yud [in yigdal] is large, because He increases His might over all those in the world.
Kaf. “Vekhanah [and of the foundation]” (Psalms 80:16) [contains the letter] kaf, which [is written] large, because [the people of] Israel were called seventy names, just as Hashem [is called by seventy names], and [in addition] they were called Khanah to add [a name] to them.
Lamed. “Vayashlichem [and He cast them]” (Deuteronomy 29:27) contains a lamed that is [written] large, because You only cast them down temporarily.
Mem. [That is] mem of “mishlei [proverbs]” (Proverbs 1:1), [which is written large].
Nun. “Notzer [preserves] kindness” (Exodus 34:7) contains a nun that [is written] large.
Final nun. “And Moses brought forth mishpatan [their judgment]” (Numbers 27:5) has a large final nun, because Moses said, “Bring me the matter that is difficult for you, and I will hear it” (Deuteronomy 1:17). The Holy One, blessed be He, said, “[They should bring difficult matters] to you and not to Me? By your life, I am hiding something from you that the women known.” As the verse states, “The daughters of Tzelafchad speak well” (Numbers 27:7).
Samech. “Sof [the final] matter” in Ecclesiastes (Ecclesiastes 12:13) has a large samech, because the Holy One, blessed be He, adjured heaven and earth to reveal everything that is done in them.
Ayin. The ayin of the Shema (Deuteronomy 6:4) is [written] large. From here, [the Sages] of blessed memory said, “A person who recites the Shema without making it audible to his ear has fulfilled his obligation.”
Pei. The second pei of “bishparpara [light of morning]” (Daniel 6:20) is [written] large, because [Daniel] did not conduct himself in keeping with the custom of the kings, whose way is to arise at three hours into the morning (see Rashi on Daniel 6:20).
Final pei. “And when the sheep uviha’atif [were weary]” (Genesis 30:42) contains a pei that [is written] large.
Tzadi. “Tzofav [His scouts] are blind” (Isaiah 56:10) has a tzadi that is [written] large, because they are not literally blind but erring. And He stands at the dawn but although they have eyes, they do not see. And so too “their eyes are daubed so as not to see” (ibid. 44:18). Some say that “And you shall make a tzitz [showplate]” (Exodus 45:36) has a large tzadi.
Kuf. “And the swallow has its kein [nest]” (Psalms 84) has a large kuf, because there is no recovery from their fall. And some say “kolah [its voice] will go like [that of] a serpent” (Jeremiah 46:22) has a large kuf.
Reish. “To acher [another] god” (Exodus 34:14) has a large reish, because there is no recovery for those who worship idols. And some say that the reish at the beginning of ram (“elevated”) is large.
Shin. “Shir Hashirim [song of songs]” (Song of Songs 1:1) contains [two letters shin]. The first shin is large, because this was the finest of the ten songs that were recited [to God] in the world.
Tov. “And Esther tikhtov [wrote]” contains [two letters tov]. The first is large, because she said, “Write me for generations” (cf. Megillah 7a, cf. Otzar Yisrael, Otiyot Gedolot Uktanot).




