LEFUM TSARRA AGRA
(Adapted from The Shakespeare Codes, by David Basch)

hose who have a smattering of Jewish

education will recognizethetitle of this
articleasthefamous pithy Aramaic sayingin
the Talmud by ben (or ven) Hei-Hei (Pirke
Avot 5.26). What is of interest isthat thereis
evidencethat William Shakespeare knew of the
dictum by ben Hei-Hei and shared its view.
In clear appreciation, the poet wrote a mag-
nificent sonnet in praise of the Talmudic
sage and embedded within this sonnet not only
the sage's name but two full trandliterations of
his dictum in Aramaic. The words of the dic-
tumtranslate asfollows:

LE'FUM = in accordance with

TSAR'RA = sorrow, pain, effort

AGRA  =[is] reward (literally
a'go'rah,an ancient
coin, hence reward)

By historical tradition, ben Hei-Hei is
thought to be the son of converts to Judaism,
indicated by his parents having taken astheir
name an alliteration of the Hebrew letter Hel
(h) — aletter corresponding to the “ H.”
Thisis revealing since, at the behest of the
L-rd, Abram and Sarai in Genesis added the
letter Hei to their names, making them
AbraHam and SaraH, and thereby initiated the
beginning of a people dedicated to G-d, as
later followed the parents of ben Hel Hei.

Ben Hel-Hei's dictum presents an important
conception of heavenly reward that has been a
continuing inspiration. Hisunderstanding led
him to theinsight that atruly heavenly reward
from an al knowing G-d would be based on an
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individual's effort to perform G-d's service
irrespective of whether the effort subsequently
led to success. Thisinsight told that such
effort isin itself meritorious and that those
who fall in such a battle are already worthy of
heavenly coin.

The embedded elements of the sage's name
and dictum in the sonnet are shown on the next
pageintheir origina 1609 spelling and configu-
ration but with surrounding words removed
so that the embedments become apparent.
(The full sonnet is presented on page 3, ap-
proximating the original alignments. A fac-
simile of the original appears on the last
page.) In the original, the poet made use of a
wide variety of devicesto communicate his
thoughts, including supposed misprints and
spelling errors. There should be little doubt
about what the poet crafted since he repeats no
less than two sets of full trandliterations of the
sage’'sAramaic dictum and presents many
other related telltal e elements.

Trandliterations of the dictum’sword
TSAR'RA appear, read backwards in the text as
serraw, in the words, “warres’ (line 5) and
“warreg hall]” (line7). Similarly, LE’FUM
appearstwice. Oneinstance beginsonline 2in
the letters lufe, as read backwards in the word
“powrefull,” and completed as lufe-m by the
letter “m” that lies above and in tandem. The
second instance is a more complex device that
makes use of a corrupted letter “w” in the
original printing of the word “ vnswept” on
line 4. Thisletter is shaped to look likeamirror
image of the Hebrew letter “ Mem,” aletter



pronounced like an “ m” and which in Hebrew
script lookslike aletter “N.” Thereadingis
completed below it on line 5 by theletters,
lefue, read backwards in the word “ wastefull,”
that together make it read lefue-m. Note how
the poet calls attention to thisfact on line 7 of
the original by hisdefective“M” in theword
“Mars’ and “w” in “sword” which are both
deformed to look like the Hebrew “ Mem.”

The third word of the dictum, AGRA, is
transliterated vertically, read downwards
as e-g-r-ain aletter string that beginson line 2
with the“e” of “liue.” This dictum word
occurs twice more. One of these shows up as
a-gre beginning withthe“a” of “Mars’ on
line 7 that is read on a diagonal downward
to the right to pick up the letters g re of
“liuing record.” The other instance reads as
"aG-yro* and isformed by reading right to left

the first two letters aG of the word “ Gainst”
of the catchword in the original sonnet printing
and then continuing to read leftward to pick
up the letters yro of “ memory” at the end of
line 8. (The "catchword" is a word placed at
the end of a page to anticipate the first word
on the very next page.)

The poet also renders the sage's full name as
ben or ven Hei-Hel (meaning “ son of,” the
“b” and “Vv" in Hebrew being the same letter ).
Ben isread to the left in the letters of the
words, "stoNE, Besmeared." It also occurs
twiceinvertical aignments. One appearsdra-
matically inthe® B” that beginsline 3 read with
the sonnet’s large opening letter “N” above
and connects with readings “he-he” on lines
4 and 5. A second instance appears aligned
vertically in the | etters of the words "marBle"
and "PriNces’ onlines1 and 2. The name as
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ven shows up as uen and vn in the words
"vnswept" and "Euen" — the latter amidst the
letters“h-E” and“h-e.” (Intheoriginal Eliza-
bethan printing, the letters“ v’ and “ u” are
interchangeable, with theletter “ u” becoming
“Vv’ in mid word and “ Vv’ isused for “ u” a the
beginning of words.)

Thenameas*® Hea” istranditerated through
horizontal and vertical devicesand in combina-
tions of these — instances too numerous to be
accidental. These appear as"he," "heey,"
"h-y," "he," "hi-¢" "h-y-¢" "h-E-h," "h-ai,"
ha-i," and "hai." Thelast isthe result of a
broken "I" in “shall” in the origina online 10,
making it appear dmost asan “i” —another
example of the poet’s resourcefulness in commu-
nication using ddliberate printing errors.

There are also wholetrandliterations of the
sage's name as Hel Hel in three configurations
in which the two parts of the name are stacked
one above the other on separate lines, drama-
tizing the alliteration. These show up as
"he-he" “ha-he” and “ he-h-e.” These de-
vices are shown on the previous page in bold.

Also to be observed is that the sage’'s name
isalluded to in the very sonnet number, 55.
Thisis so because in Hebrew the number 5is
also the letter “Hei.” Therefore, 55 itself
Is avisible marquee declaring “Hei-Hei.”

This appreciation of ben Hel-Hei appearsin
asonnet that has been identified by many

commentators as one of the poet's only two
"religious sonnets.” (Sonnet 146 is the
other.) Therefore, it isnot far afield to observe

55 *
Ot marble,

Then vnswept stone,

Nor

nor the guilded
Of Princes shall out-liue this powrefull rime,

But you shall shine more bright in these contents

besmeer'd with sluttish time.

When wastefull warre shall Statues ouer-turne, - 5

And broiles roote out the worke of masonry,

monument,

M ars his sword, nor warres quick fire shall burne:
The liuing record of your memory.
Gainst

Gainst death,and all obliuious emnity
Shall you pace forth, your praise sha/l stil finde roome, - 10
Euen in the eyes of all posterity
That weare this world out to the ending doome.
So til the iudgement that your selfe arise,

You 1liue in this,and dwell in louers eies.

*Vertical alignments are approximate
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that still another signpost confirming the sub-
ject of this sonnet isto be found in the
sonnet’s closing couplet lines (lines 13-14)
that correspond to verses 13-14 of Psalm 55
(verses 14-15 in the Hebrew Bible). Here the
psalmist, as does the poet in the sonnet, men-
tions hisrelationship to abel oved colleague:
“But it was thou, a man mine equal, my
guide, and mine acquaintance. \\e took sweet
counsel together, and walked unto the house
of God in company.”

This article provides only a sample of the
hidden devices that an imaginative poet used to
communicate his thoughts throughout his
sonnets. (See THE SHAKESPEARE CODES
for many more striking examples. Learn of a
poet whose astounding skill and artistry en-
abled the communication of his messages of
religious devotion, achieved despite the watch-
ful eyes of censors rigorously supervising
religious conformity.) .

For more information on The Shakespeare Codes,
search topic, “ Shakespeare Codes,” on the internet or consult the web pages
www.ziplink.net/~entropy and www.ziplink.net/~entropy/codes.ntm




