
Chapter I 

The cipher gallery 

As a visual introduction to the world of  codes, here is a collection of  coding alphabets, from 
the Middle Ages to the twentieth century. They form a virtual gallery that is well worth a visit. 

The Dawn Of Code - 7 
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Code as an art form 
Cipher alphabets are the layman’s basic conception of  codes and secret writ- 

ing. Replace A, B, C with quaint symbols and step right into an exotic world of 
secrecy and mystery. 

Indeed, from the Middle Ages to the twentieth century, many such cipher 
alphabets have been created. Some were designed for military or diplomatic pur- 
poses. Some were designed for the author’s own use and to insure the privacy of 
their writings. Others had a merely illustrative purpose, to add depth to a story 
involving aliens or exotic people. Still others, more recently, are purposeful pro- 
ductions of  artists intending to create new languages, or at least the external 
images of  languages. This collection is a simple choice among a host of  cipher 
alphabets that might have filled the whole book and then some. 

Most of  these alphabets are not secure. Being one to one correspondances of 
symbols with common letters, they are open to amateur code-breakers. The end 
of  this chapter offers methods and hints on how to solve such codes. 

In this gallery, each exhibit offers examples of  a code that you are invited to 
solve in a personal tour of  the quaint detours of  the authors’ minds. It will also 
make for a first and painless immersion in cipher coding. 

‘Alienese spoken here’ 
Language is such an important part of  social life that authors creating and 

describing alien worlds are tempted to create the alien language as well. This 
began with the earliest known science fiction world, Thomas More’s Utopia, and 
is still going on, for example, with our contemporary Star Trek Klingons. 

Utopians and Klingons practice the simplest possible form of  alienese. They 
actually speak English, but write it differently in their own exotic characters which 
confuses travellers. On the other hand, some entities such as J.R.R.Tolkien’s crea- 
tures or Helen Smith’s Martians and Uranians enjoy fully alien languages. Along 
with their alien type sets, they practice alien vocabularies with alien grammars. 

This trend towards more elaborate imaginary languages seems to follow the 
development of  the science of  languages. Tolkien was a philologist and Helen 
Smith had met linguists and knew their works. Who knows? Are we now in for 
new fantasy languages taking full advantage of  computer processing? 

8 - HIDDEN CODES AND GRAND DESIGNS 
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The cipher gallery - 9 

Thomas More (1478-1535) 
In 1516, Thomas More needed a settting to 

develop his ideas on democracy and religious tol- 
erance. He created the imaginary island of  Utopia, 
which he described in the book of  the same name, 
exploring in great details the lives of  the Utopians, 
their towns, magistrates, religions, etc. 

Utopia became so famous that ever since it has 
been refered to by other authors as a model. In 
Rabelais’ Pantagruel, Panurge speaks a strange lan- 
guage that Pantagruel recognizes as his own child- 
hood Utopian... 

To make his description of  the Utopian civili- 
sation sound real, More needed a specific language 
and an alphabet to write it in.  He conceived the 
alphabet with his friend Peter Gilles, a humanist in 
Antwerp. They chose a logical series of  geometri- 
cal symbols and here is a rendering of  that font for 
use with modern English:�

A� B� C� D� E� F� G� H� I� J� K� L� M�
A B C D E F G H I J K L M�

N� O� P� Q� R� S� T� U� V� W� X� Y� Z�
N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z 

Decode: More’s description of Utopian society:�

THE RE� I S� A� MA STE R� AND� A�

MI STRE SS� SET� OVE R� E VE RY�

F AMILY� AND� OVE R� T H I R T Y�

F AMILI E S� THE RE� I S� A� MAGI S ­ 

.�TRATE�
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Now suppose the one to one correspondance between Latin letters and 
Utopian symbols is different from the one displayed above. Could you still deci- 
pher the following text?.(Look for methods and hints in the last pages of  this 
chapter) 

10 - HIDDEN CODES AND GRAND DESIGNS 

Decode: This second exerpt is on trade within the island:�

WHEN� THEY� WANT� ANYTHING� IN� THE�

COUNTRY� WHICH� IT� DOES� NOT�

PRODUCE� THEY� FETCH� THAT� FROM�

THE� TOWN� WITHOUT� CARRYING� ANY ­ 

.�THING� IN� EXCHANGE� FOR� IT�

Decode: On pride:�

TZ� TC� ZOX� GXI B� JG� WIPZ� ZOI Z�

NI FXC� IPY� JG� ZOX� WOJMX� BIHX�

JG� IPTNIMC� X TZOXB� K BXXUY� J B�

;�BI SX PJVC� E V Z� EX CT UXC�

,�GXI B� ZOXBX� TC� TP� NIP� I�

RBTUX� ZOI Z� NI FXC� OTN� GIPHY�

T Z� I� RI B ZTHVMI B� KMJ B Y� ZJ�

XQHXM� J ZOXB C� TP� RJNR� IPU�

.�XQHXCC� E VZ� E Y� ZOX� MI WC� JG�

,�ZOX� V ZJ RTIPC� ZOXBX� TC� PJ�

BJJN� GJ B� ZOTC�
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12 - HIDDEN CODES AND GRAND DESIGNS 

Helen Smith’s alien languages 
Toward the end of  the nineteenth century, Catherine 

Elise Müller was a medium in Geneva under the pseudo- 
nym of  Helen Smith. During numerous seances, she assert- 
ed she was communicating with inhabitants of  the planets 
Mars and Uranus to the point that she spoke and wrote the 
Martian and Uranian languages. The most famous contem- 
porary experts in language and psychiatry debated over her 

case and analysed these languages. 
Smith’s production is impressive: a vast quantity of  spoken, written and drawn 

material. During seances, the landscapes she discribed were so vivid in her mind 
that she could paint them. There is a picture of  Martian landscape to the left. Her 
Martian language was very elaborate, with a vocabulary and a grammar so precise 

that she eventually produced letters sent to her alien friends and even fully devel- 
oped novels. After careful analysis of  her production, Professor Theodor 
Flournoy was able to show many similarities between Martian and French, a fact 
which seems hardly compatible given the distance between the civilisations. He 
deemed Smith a “ glossolalic somnanbulist”, meaning that she spoke and walked 
in her sleep. Other researchers also found traces of  Sanskrit, Italian, German, 
Magyar and English, all languages that Helen Smith had been in contact with.�

A� B� C� D� E� F� G� H� I� J� K� L� M�
A B C D E F G H I J K L M�

N� O� P� Q� R� S� T� U� V� W� X� Y� Z�
N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z 

Decode: a description of Helen Smith by Theodore Flournoy�

I� FOUND� THE� MEDIUM� IN� QUESTION�

TO� BE� A� BEAUTIFUL� WOMAN� ABOUT�

THIRTY� YEARS� OF� AGE� TALL�
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The cipher gallery - 13 

André Breton and his fellow surrealists ignored scientific opinion on Helen 
Smith. They prefered to celebrate her as a great automatic writer, and, according- 
ly, a great poet. Later, when she had learned painting to illustrate her visions, they 
also celebrated her art. Smith - or her alien correspondants - displayed a remark- 
able graphic creativity, in fonts as well as in paintings. One can only be impressed 
at her flying machine shooting red and yellow flames. 

After her Martian cycle, Smith went through a Uranian one and came up with 
a radically different font. Her script links letters as in Sanskrit.�

VIGOROUS� OF� A� FRESH� HEALTHY�

COMPLEXION� WITH� HAIR� AND� EYES�

ALMOST� BLACK� OF� AN� OPEN� AND�

INTELLIGENT� COUNTENANCE� WHICH� AT�

ONCE� EVOKED� SYMPATHY�

A� B� C� D� E� F� G� H� I� J� K� L� M 
A B C D E F G H I J K L M 

N� O� P� Q� R� S� T� U� V� W� X� Y� Z 
N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z 
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14 - HIDDEN CODES AND GRAND DESIGNS 

Decode: a description by Helen Smith, of her own painting seances 

ON�THE�DAYS�WHEN�I�AM�TO�PAINT�I�AM�

ALWAYS�ROUSED�VERY�EARLY�GENERALLY�

BETWEEN�FIVE�AND�SIX�IN�THE�

MORNING�BY�THREE�LOUD�KNOCKS�AT�MY�

BED�I�OPEN�MY�EYES�AND�SEE�MY�

BEDROOM�BRIGHTLY�ILLUMINATED�AND�

IMMEDIATELY�UNDERSTAND�THAT�I�HAVE�

TO�STAND�UP�AND�WORK 
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J.R.R. Tolkien’s worlds of words 
Tolkien is one the creators of  the modern fantasy genre. With his stories of 

Middle Earth he made it possible for hundreds of  other authors to create their 
own fantasy worlds. 

Tolkien was a language lover. He thought that language was the basis of  all 
human activities. Faithful to this principle, he often devised the language of  his 
characters before he began to write their stories. 

At the age of  23, not knowing yet that he was to write his tales of  Middle- 
Earth, he started inventing a new language. He accumulated a vocabulary, word 
by word, and created an alphabet to write it down. His alphabet follows the style 
of  the Futhark runic script used in the first millenium by the Germanic and 
Scandinavian peoples. With the vocabulary and alphabet to hand, he had both the 
meaning of  and the means to display the language. With the practice of  this lan- 
guage, he was able to immerse himself  in an imaginary world which became 
Middle-Earth. The stories followed naturally 

Above is an extract of  Tolkien’s Cirth alphabet for our use in the contempo- 
rary English codes below. The complete Cirth includes many other letters, as 
befits an alphabet of  a Middle-Earth language spoken by a variety of  quaint crea- 
tures. Each creature has a specific vocal system, producing otherwordly sounds 
we humans could never utter. 

Here you may rediscover these samples of  Tolkien’s typical ‘middle-humor’�

A� B� C� D� E� F� G� H� I� J� K� L� M�
A B C D E F G H I J K L M�

N� O� P� Q� R� S� T� U� V� W� X� Y� Z�
N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z 

Decode: Tolkien’s half paradox.�

I� DONT� KNOW� HALF� OF� YOU�

HALF� A S� W ELL� AS� I� S HOULD�

LIKE� A ND� I� L IKE� L ESS� T HAN�
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16 - HIDDEN CODES AND GRAND DESIGNS�

HALF� OF� YOU� HALF� A S� W ELL�

AS� YOU� DESERVE�

Decode: Tolkien on life and death�

MA NY� T HAT� L I VE� DESE RVE�

DEATH� A ND� SOME� DIE� T HAT�

DESERVE� L I FE� CAN� YOU� G I VE�

I T� TO� T HEM� T HEN� B E� NOT�

TOO� EA G ER� TO� DEA L� OUT�

DEATH� I N� THE� NA ME� OF� J US ­�

TICE� FEARING� FOR� YOUR� OWN�

SA FETY� EVEN� T HE� WISE� CAN ­�

NOT� SEE� ALL� ENDS�

Decode: Tolkien’s “dragon” theorem.�

IT� DOES� NOT� DO� TO� L EAVE� A�

LI VE� DRAGON� OUT� OF� YOUR�
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The cipher gallery - 17 

Decode: Tolkien on health.�

AND� I T� IS� NOT� A LWAYS� GOOD�

TO� B E� HEALED� I N� BODY� NOR�

IS� IT� A LWAYS� EVIL� TO� DIE�

IN� BATTLE� EVEN� I N� BITTER�

PAIN� WERE� I� PE RMITTED� I N�

THIS� DARK� HOUR� I� WOULD�

CHOOSE� THE� LATTER�

CALCULATIONS� I F� YOU� L I VE�

NEAR� HIM�
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18 - HIDDEN CODES AND GRAND DESIGNS�

A� B� C� D� E� F� G� H� I� J� K� L� M�
A B C D E F G H I J K L M�

N� O� P� Q� R� S� T� U� V� W� X� Y� Z�
N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z 

Howard Phillips Lovecraft 
Lovecraft's literary production is purposefully dishonest, misleading, cheating 

and deliciously deceiving. He creates imaginary worlds that stand way beyond the 
most fraudulent occultist's imagination, then refers to them in mock historical 
essays, boldly based on "persistent rumors". 

Yet Lovecraft stands out as an extraordinary example of  the power of  sym- 
bolism in words. Indeed, Lovecraft's most important creation, more important 
even than his stories, is the one word: "Necronomicon". The book has never 
existed but such is the irresistible attraction of  its title that fans could not help 
but make it exist, so that now you can actually find it in print. Lovecraft had men- 
tioned that the Arab title of  the hidden book was "Al Azif", as in "as if  it never 
existed". Now it does. 

Half  a century after Lovecraft's death, the power of  the word was revealed, in 
the blooming of  role playing games where "Necronomicon" and "Cthulhu" were 
central references. In the meantime, both the prefix "necro", refering to death and 
death cults, and the suffix "nomicon" suggesting an occult book, have inspired 
code-words of  the cyber-fantasy culture. Neal Stephenson's "Cryptonomicon" is 
a direct heir, and Gordon R. Dickson's "Necromancer" inspired William Gibson's 
"Neuromancer". 

Why not decode Lovecraft's very name? He played with words and symbols 
often enough to suggest alphabetical scrying on his own name. One need not 
gaze long at the word to see  "craft" and "love" stand out, an artist in love with 
his craft. Love-craft was involved in his own work to the point of  disregarding 
outside reality and believing in the reality of  his creation. Now Love-craft fans are 
assiduously extending his mythical creation. The cipher "Nug-soth" alphabet that 
appeared in an Avon edition of  his books has added a well needed symbolic basis 
to his literary constructions. 
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The cipher gallery - 19 

Decode: Ffurther details on the hero, confirming his somnanbulistic, and 
probably glossolalic state and confirming that he spoke an invented language.�

AT� THE� SAME� TIME� THEY� NOTICED� THAT�

I� HAD� AN� INEXPLICABLE� COMMAND� OF�

MANY� ALMOST� UNKNOWN� SORTS� OF�

KNOWLEDGE� A� COMMAND� WHICH� I�

SEEMED� TO� WHISH� TO� HIDE� RATHER�

THAN� DISPLAY�

Decode: The introduction to The Shadow Of Time describing the hero as a 
possible somnambilist�

THERE� IS� REASON� TO� HOPE� THAT� MY�

EXPERIENCE� WAS� WHOLLY� OR� PARTLY� AN�

HALLUCINATION� FOR� WHICH� INDEED�

ABUNDANT� CAUSES� EXISTED� AND� YET�

ITS� REALISM� WAS� SO� HIDEOUS� THAT� I�

SOMETIMES� FIND� HOPE� IMPOSSIBLE�
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20 - HIDDEN CODES AND GRAND DESIGNS 

Decode: A description of the Old Ones in the mythical Necronomicon�

THE� OLD� ONES� WERE� THE� OLD� ONES� ARE�

AND� THE� OLD� ONES� SHALL� BE� FROM� THE�

DARK� STARS� THEY� CAME� ERE� MAN� WAS�

BORN� UNSEEN� AND� LOATHSOME� THEY�

DESCENDED� TO� PRIMAL� EARTH�
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The cipher gallery - 21 

Star Trek’s Klingon 
TV series taking place on other planets or even other galaxies need specific 

languages whenever a message is shown or a sign displayed on a wall. 
A typical example is Klingon, spoken and written by the Klingon people in 

the Star Trek series. As the story goes, the graphics of  the alphabet were made up 
on the spot, while building the stage in the Paramount studios. Later, Klingon was 
developed into a true language by Dr Marc Okrand. A professional linguist, he 
produced a vocabulary, a grammar and vocalic sounds. To enhance the language’s 
alien origin, Okrand made up specific sound combinations that do not belong to 
any known terrestrial language (cf  the site Omniglot, a Guide to Written Language ). 

Although Klingon letters correspond very imperfectly to our letters, to exper- 
iment with the look and feel of  the language, here is the Klinzhai form of 
Klingon, provided by the Yamada Language Center of  the University of  Oregon: 

a b c d e f g h i j k l m 
A B C D E F G H I J K L M 

n o p q r s t u v w x y z 
N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z 

Decode: .Klingon adage #1. 

mere life is not a victory mere 

death is not a defeat 

Decode: .Klingon adage #2. 

a friend may become an enemy 

in the time it takes to draw a 

blade 
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Is Klingon in competition with English? Google already offers a Google 
Search using a Klingon language interface: 

(http://www.google.com/advanced_search?hl=xx-klingon) 

Decode: .Klingon adage #3. 

only a fool fights in a burning 

house 

Decode: .Klingon adage #4. 

four thousand throats may be 

cun in one night by a running 

man 

Decode: .Klingon adage #5. 

there is no victory without 

combat 

Decode: .Klingon adage #6. 

act and you shall have dinner 

think and you shall be dinner 
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Edgar Alen Poe 
Every reader of  Poe’s Gold-Bug remembers Captain Kidd’s message written 

on a piece of  parchment. Will you be as good as Legrand in deciphering it and go 
straight to the buried treasure? 

Note that Kidd, although a pirate in the South seas, used only symbols a type- 
setter could easily find in a printshop. 

Here, to make it more challenging, the cipher alphabet is displayed only with 
the solutions. 

Decode: the message on the parchment 

A   g o o d   g l a s s   i n   t h e   b i s h o p s   h o s t e l   i n   t h e 

d e v i l s   s e a t t w e n t y o n e   d e g r e e s   a n d   t h i r t e e n 

m i n u t e s n o r t h e a s t   a n d   b y   n o r t h 

m a i n   b r a n c h   s e v e n t h   l i m b   e a s t   s i d e 

s h o o t   f r o m   t h e   l e f t   e y e   o f   t h e   d e a t h s h e a d 

a   b e e l i n e   f r o m   t h e   t r e e   t h r o u g h   t h e   s h o t 

f i f t y   f e e t   o u t 

Decode: Poe’s famous quote on enigmas and human ingenuity 

I T   M A Y   W E L L   B E   D O U B T E D   W H E T H E R   H U M A N 

I N G E N U I T Y   C A N   C O N S T R U C T   A N   E N I G M A   O F   T H E 

K I N D   W H I C H   H U M A N   I N G E N U I T Y   M A Y   N O T   B Y 

P R O P E R   A P P L I C A T I O N   R E S O L V E 
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24 - HIDDEN CODES AND GRAND DESIGNS 

The Gold-Bug story made Poe famous and promoted him as an invincible 
code-breaker in the imagination of  his readers. He started receiving ciphered let- 
ters from code enthusiasts wanting to test the master’s ability at breaking strange 
codes.

In 1841 Poe published two cryptograms he discribed as being sent to him by 
a reader named W. B. Tyler. Would you have solved them? It took more than 150 
years to solve the first one, which was cracked in 1992, and then 8 more to solve 
the second in 2000. They have their place here, if  only for the creative use of 
basic fonts and symbols. 

Decode: the first “Tyler” cryptogram 

Decode: the second Tyler cipher 
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Conan Doyle’s dancing men 
In his Adventure of  the Dancing Men, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle displayed more 

creativity than Poe in his Gold-bug story. Instead of  simply moving around the 
symbols of  a conventional font around, he coded letters with original drawings of 
“dancing men” that have fascinated his readers ever since the story was first print- 
ed in Strand Magazine, December 1903. 

Conan Doyle added a detail to his code that makes it more interesting but 
unfortunately less secure. Contrary to the usual typographic logic where upper- 
case letters begin sentences or words, here the end man-letter of  each word bears 
a flag. In the authors’s mind, this probably corresponds to Poe’s cipher, where the 
gap between two words is signaled by the two letters being closer together than 
usual. 

Sherlock Holmes solves the puzzle much like Legrand in the Gold-bug, using 
the e-back-door and letter statistics (see page xxx) plus the clues he could gather 
on the case. Then, when he possesses the key, he sends his own coded message 
to the criminal and traps him. 

Decode: Sherlock Holmes’ homage to his collegue Legrand, where he 
states in his own words Poe’s famous comment on ciphers and riddles.�

WHAtONeMAnCAnINVENt�

ANOTHErCAnDISCOVEr�
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Decode: Sherlock Holme’s conclusion to his Dancing Men adventure.�

ANdSoMyDEArWATSOn�

WeHAVeENDEdByTURNIN�

gTHeDANCINgMEnToGOO�

dWHEnTHEyHAVeSoOFT�

EnBEEnTHeAGENTsOfEV�

IlANdiTHINkTHAtiHAV�

eFULFILLEdMyPROMIS�

eOfGIVINgYOuSOMETH�

INgUNUSUAlFOrYOUrN�

OTEBOOk�
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The Voynich Ms exhibit 
An outstanding yet unknown artist, probably in the sixteenth century, pro- 

duced a challenging work of  art. His hundred page manuscript displays coloured 
pictures and texts written in a cipher alphabet. The symbols are quite different 
from any known alphabet yet seem deceptively close to what could be one. 

The manuscript, now kept in the Beinecke Rare Book Library of  Yale 
University, was found in 1912  by Wilfrid M. Voynich, a book dealer, hence its 
name. This present short treatment will not do justice to the vast number of 
researchers who have spent time on it. W.M. Voynich himself  researched the 
background of  the manuscript for nine years before presenting it to the world. 

Did the artist create his own "voynichese" lan- 
guage, or did he simply encipher a Latin or Middle 
English text in his own alphabet? He obviously 
spent considerable time training his hand to form 
the script of  his alien alphabet for the writing is 
entirely consistent and without the least trace of 
hesitation from the first page to the last. 

The smooth continuity of  the writing thus 
apparently refutes the currently accepted theory. 
Gordon Rugg, a British researcher, showed in 2003 
that Voynichese words were consistent with a sys- 
tematic method of  creation. He used a stencil 
made of  holes cut in a piece of  card which he then 
moved over a grid of  syllables, reading words in the 
spaces. His words being similar to those of  the 
Voynich, he infers that the document is a hoax. He 

goes on to attribute it to Edward Kelly, the Elisabethan occultist known to have 
used such methods. 

Could not this line of  reasoning however yield several different conclusions? 
Had the artist used such an elaborate method for each word, would he have been 
able to produce such a fluent handwriting? Or does Gordon Rugg indeed prove 
that Voynichese is actually a structured language, where words do indeed follow 
patterns instead of  being just random gibberish? 

And why insist on calling a masterpiece that is so clearly a work of  art a 
"hoax"? Is this the revenge of  frustrated code-breakers? 

One other detail adds to the interest of  the manuscript. In the text-only pages, 
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each paragraph is marked with a pointed star bullet  in the margin. The vast 
majority of  these stars are seven pointed. Why this star, which is seldom used any- 
where else? Kabbalists and alchemists use it as a reference to the seven planets. 
Yet the artist drew it several hundred times. Like the pentagram, it can be drawn 
in a continuous line but the artist chose not to. Was this on purpose or was it sim- 
ply a lack of  enough mathematical culture? 

The star alone suggests that the manuscript may hide content in yet 
another direction: that of  the symbolic world, and also leads us back to 
Renaissance England, although on firmer ground. The first magical system 
described by John Dee and Edward Kelley as brought by the angels is the 
Heptarchia Mystica, or the “Sevenfold Mystical Doctrine”. Furthermore it 
involves forty-nine angels, the square of  seven. 

The “voynich” font used below was recreated by Gabriel Landini and called 
EVA 1: European Voynich Alphabet. Of  course the order of  the symbols has 
nothing to do with our Latin letters and they have no reason to correspond but 
we’ll use them for a quick immersion in Voynichese. 

a B C d e F g h i j k l m 
a B C D E F G H I J K L M 

n o p q r s t u v v x y z 
N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z 

Decode : An appropriate quote: William Blake on imagination. 

I knov of no other Chr isti an ity and of no 

other Gospel than the l iberty both of body 

and m ind to exerc ise the Di v i ne Arts of 

Imagination :  Imagination the real and eter- 

nal vorld, of vh ich this Vegetable Un i verse 

i s but a fa int shadov 
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Johann Joachim Becher’s lingua universalis 

In 1661 Johannes Becher designed a unique way of  drawing an alphabet. By 
adding segments and dots to a basic spiral at specific points inside and around the 
S, he came up with a rich system that can be used in two different manners. 

The first is traditional: letters are drawn in a row to form words. For example 
LANGUAGE is:�

LANGUAGE�
A second manner, less traditional and more interesting, consists in cumulat- 

ing points and segments on the same basic S. This is possible because all the 
meaningful points and segments are in different places around the S. This allows 
the representation of  all the letters of  a word within a single symbol. For exam- 

ple, the cumulation of  the four letters of  the word THIS would be as follows: 
This cumulative method has one downside: it does not preserve the order of 

the letters within the word which precludes any real use as an efficient communi- 
cation tool. On the contrary, it makes the cipher all the more challenging. Each 
word is an anagram whose letters need to be set in the right order.�

1 2 3 4 5�
6 7 8 9�

Decode: a sentence coded with the cumulative method 
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Of  course, this entertaining use of  his alphabet contradicts Becher’s purpose. 
He designed the alphabet in 1661 as a basis for a universal language easily writ- 
ten, spoken and understood by all peoples of  the world. One of  the many 
planned universal languages created in the past four centuries, Becher’s “Universal 
Language” stands out thanks to his peculiar logical alphabet. 

All these universal languages are a common effort to get humanity return to 
the golden age described in Genesis where all people spoke the same language. 
As the fable goes, that wonderful state was destroyed when the top of  the build- 
ing in the Tower of  Babel project rose dangerously close to heaven. 

Overcoming this biblical curse has been the goal of  many other language cre- 
ators since Becher. All have failed, including Esperanto, the most notable project, 
but the hope of  meeting the challenge is still strong, especially with the help of 
computers that might produce automatic translations of  any language into any 
other. 

Yet today, while many researchers are working at programming this universal 
communication system, other researchers are designing more and more efficient 
ciphers in the hope of  insuring absolute un-readability. (see chapter XXXX) 

Decode: Genesis 11.�

AND� A L L�
T H E�
E ARTH�
W A S� O N E�
L I P� A N D�
T H E R E�
W A S� O N E�
LA N� ­�
G U AG E�
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Palanc’s cream lines 
Francis Palanc was a baker. In his spare time, unaware of  being an artist, 

unknown and totally disregarded by art critics, he practiced “outsider art”. Jean 
Dubuffet, discovering him later, deemed him an “Art Brut” artist and displayed 
his work in his Lausanne museum. This distinction is strictly reserved to creators 
who produce outside normal art circles and - most importantly - without ever 
realizing they are artists. 

Palanc was obviously inspired by the traditional baker’s technology of  draw- 
ing pictures by pressing a pouch of  cream in a continuous line. This led him to 
re-invent an alphabet. He may have had in mind the project of  producing cipher 
cakes - cakes with hidden messages. 

In 1947, he produced two alphabets, following two different logics. One is 
“fermatitude”, where the line of  each letter closes on itself. The other is “ouver- 
titude”, where it doesn’t. This ouvertitude option is displayed below. 

Unfortunately, the Art Brut Museum of  Lausanne, in Switzerland, opened too 
late to preserve any cakes enciphered by Francis Palanc.�

A� B� C� D� E� F� G� H� I� J� K� L� M�
A B C D E F G H I J K L M�

N� O� P� Q� R� S� T� U� V� W� X� Y� Z�
N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z 

Decode: Part of a recipe for Paris-Brest cake:�

US I NG� A� L O NG� S E R R AT ED�

,�KN I F E� C U T� T H E� PA S T RY�

R I NG� I N� H A L F� H O R IZON� ­ 

.�TA L LY� P I P E� T H E� C U S TA RD�

F I L L I NG� ON TO� T H E� BO T� ­ 
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Decode: Which traditional cake is made with this recipe?�

I N� A� M E D I U M� BOW L� B E AT�

S UG A R� E GGS� A ND� VA N I L� ­�

L A� U N T I L� L I G H T� M I X� I N�

T H E� C H O CO L AT E� M I X T U R E�

U N T I L� W E L L� B L E ND ED�

S T I R� I N� T H E� S I F T E D�

I N G R E D I E N TS� A LT E R N AT E� ­�

LY� W I T H� SOU R� C R E A M�

T H E N� M IX� I N� C HO CO L AT E�

C H I P S� D RO P� BY� R OUND� ­�

E D� TAB L E S P OON FU L S�

O N TO� U NGR E AS E D�

S H E E T S�

.�T O M� H A L F� P I P E� T H E�

W H I P P E D� C R E A M� O N� T O P�

.�O F� T H E� C U S TA RD�
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Serefini’s Codex Seraphinianus 
In 1981 Luigi Serafini, a Milanese architect and designer, published an extraor- 

dinary Voynich-like book: The Codex Seraphinianus. The rare and expensive 
object is also a set of  drawings and texs written in a cipher alphabet. 

Only the numerals numbering the pages have been decoded so far: they are a 
set of  symbols arithmetically 
based on 21. To date no code- 
breaker has succeeded in reading 
even one sentence, and the 
author, who is still alive, is no 
help at all: he won’t comment on 
his master piece. Readable or not, 
the book is worth its high price. 
The drawings are of  such a won- 
derful quality and inventiveness 
that the reader cannot be disap- 
pointed. 

Of  course Luigi Serafini is no 
innocent. When he chose to live 
as a hermit for two years in a 
small appartment in Rome to cre- 
ate his Magnum Opus, the 
Voynich manuscript had already 

been discovered fifty years before, with copies circulating all around the world. 
His pages of  parody and graphic humour should not fool the reader. The 
Voynich also displays humour and sex, such as naked ladies bathing in a vagina- 
shaped pond. The Codex Seraphinius is clearly an alchemist’s achievement: both 
a work of  art and une oeuvre-au-noir. Twentieth century alchimists know too much 
about Chemistry and Physics to keep making gold with lead or quick silver. Art is 
their last resort. 

Luigi Serafini goes even further, drawing on a fortuitous resource he could 
not ignore. His own family name gives him a golden opportunity to literally 
involve himself  in his grand work, as intimately as the paint on the canvas. In 
Italian “serafini” are the seraphs, the twelve upper rank angels guarding the seat 
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of  God in the Bible. His choice of  “Codex Serephinianus” as a title places him 
and his work in the continuous tradition of  John Dee and Edward Kelley’s cre- 

ation of  Enochian to speak with the angels. 
At this level of  symbolism, words such as “prank” or “hoax” have no mean- 

ing. 
The Codex letters are different from all other alphabets in at least one detail. 

They seem to be made of  rope or thread, rather than of  mere lines; most of  them 
display loops and some of  them actual knots. In his script, Serafini is a kneedle- 
worker or a sailor while Palanc is a confectioner. 

[...pending an actual study of  the book in the coming weeks, with perhaps another para- 
graph] 
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Stephano Benni 
Stefano Benni chooses an entirely different standpoint from Luigi Serafini and 

the Voynich manuscript. He creates a cipher alphabet, gives away its meaning and 
proceeds to create a world without actually ever using the alphabet. The alphabet 
is featured as yet another bizarre piece of  wonder, among the many curios of  an 
alien land. 

In 1984 Stefano Benni devised the “Oswaldish” alphabet to illustrate the cre- 
ation of  his mythic and outlandish world “Stranalandia”. Like the Voynich and 
the Serafini manuscripts,  his book features text as well as a wild world of  land- 
scapes and creatures drawn by Pirro Cuniberti. 

Benni’s font displays two different styles for letters and for numerals. 
Obviously, his letters are serious while the figures are deliberate fun. His 26 let- 
ters look at you with seldom more than one eye, or none at all. Their sober lines 
are imaginative, with a life of  their own. They let you know they are watching you 
but will not intrude in your life. They could be scribbled on your wall by your 
friendly neighbourhood graffiti artist.�

A� B� C� D� E� F� G� H� I� J� K� L� M�
A B C D E F G H I J K L M�

N� O� P� Q� R� S� T� U� V� W� X� Y� Z�
N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z�

1� 2� 3� 4� 5� 6� 7� 8� 9� 0�
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 0 

Decode : .Benni’s paradoxical remark on repentance.�

ONE� CAN� REPENT� EVEN� OF� HAV­�

ING� REPENTED�
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Decode : The introductory sentence of Stafeno Benni’s eccentric novel: 
The Café Beneath The Sea.�

I� DONT� KNOW� IF� YOU� ARE� GOING�

.�TO� BELIEVE� ME� WE� SPEND� HALF�

OF� OUR� LIVES� MOCKING� WHAT� OTH­�

ERS� BELIEVE� AND� THE� OTHER�

HALF� BELIEVING� WHAT� OTHERS�

MOCK�

Decode: About our meeting with an extraterrestrial civilisation.�

WHEN� IT� COMES� TO� CULTURES�

MEETING� I� PREFER� TO� BE� THE�

DISCOVERER� THAN� THE� ONE� DIS­�

COVERED�

HCF Cipher gallery.qxd  15/05/2006  16:40  Page 37



38 - HIDDEN CODES AND GRAND DESIGNS 

Decode : What is the result of this simple multiplication, written with 
the same set of figures?�

1 3 7 0 2 895 6�
4�x 

= 

Decode : What is the result of this simple addition, written with Benni’s 
set of mocking figures?�

7 8 9�
1 2 3 5�

2 5 4�+ 

= 

+ 

On the contrary, Benni’s numerals are meant to play with. Their cartoon-like 
characters are ridiculously cumbersome. They look at you with two mocking eyes. 
With two feet solidly planted on the ground, they intend to be your jocular angels. 
They won’t lift a finger to help you: they have none. In your most serious com- 
puting works, they’ll stand in the way,  to remind you that humour should be ever 
present, even on the most solemn occasions such as mathematics or book-keep- 
ing. 

HCF Cipher gallery.qxd  15/05/2006  16:40  Page 38



The cipher gallery - 39 

Bruno Munari (1907-1998) 
Bruno Munari is a typical artist working on cipher alphabets as well as esthet- 

ic codes. His 1935 alphabet looks like a series of  abstract symbols revised by the 
Bauhaus to make them even stricter and more stern. 

Yet, Bruno Munari does include humor in his philosophy. He developped his 
concern with esthetic code in a book of  poems entitled “Art Theorems”. The 
book is based on the so-called “Munari Principle”: “lucidity, leanness, exactitude 
and humor”. He came up with this alphabet without any intention of  its being 
easily readable or even readable at all. He used it, rather, to produce “illegible 
texts” in a period when he was also working on a “useless machine”. He insisted 
that “the biggest hindrance to understanding a work of  art is wanting to under- 
stand”. Indeed, his alphabet is a great tool for preventing hasty understanding. 

Let’s now experience Bruno Munari’s austere alphabet through a set of  his 
provocative proverbs and sayings.�

A� B� C� D� E� F� G� H� I� J� K� L� M�
A B C D E F G H I J K L M�

N� O� P� Q� R� S� T� U� V� W� X� Y� Z�
N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z 

Decode: Munari on Da Vinci’s Gioconda�

I F� L E O N A R D O S�

G I O C O N D A� H A D�

L E G S� S H E� W O U L D�
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L E A V E� A R T� A N D�

R E T U R N� T O�

R E A L I T Y�

Decode: Munari on life.�

T A K E� L I F E� A S�

S E R I O U S L Y� A S� A�

G A M E�

Decode: A very zen principle�

V I E W� T H E� R A I N� ­�

B O W� I N� P R O F I L E�
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Decode: Munari on symbols and meaning�

L E T� U S� T R Y� T O� U S E�

S Y M B O L S� A S� W E� U S E�

W O R D S� I N� P O E T R Y�

W O R D S� T H A T� H A V E�

M O R E� T H A N� O N E�

M E A N I N G� A N D� W H O S E�

C O N T E N T� V A R I E S�

A C C O R D I N G� T O� W H Y�

A N D� W H E R E� T H E Y�

A R E� S I T U A T E D�
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Angelic “Mysticeses” 
Heavenly creatures cannot be expected to speak our mundane languages. 

Whether demons, angels or higher beings, they inspired the mystics who dealt 
with them to use specific symbols, alphabets and even vocabularies. And this mys- 
tics were no ordinary artists or imaginary travellers. Devoted seekers of  higher 
knowledge, they stood on the uncertain territories between religion, occultism 
and science. Many times, their use of  arcane symbols and talk made them dan- 
gerously questionable, and yet they dared to go on and those symbols are our best 
initial access to their worlds. 

Hildegard’s coded faith 
Hildegard von Bingen is a pioneer. Among her many creations in music, liter- 

ature and art (see chapter XXX), there is also a language. Her Lingua Ignota 
(Unknown Language) is sometimes described as the oldest known artificial lan- 
guage but it cannot be compared with complete artificial languages such as 
Esperanto or Volapuk. Having only a thousand words, it is more a code book. 
Lacking a real grammar to make it a workable language, its words could be used 
only to replace normal words in sentences of  ordinary speech. 

Hildegard insisted that she had not invented her Lingua Ignota. The language 
was directly revealed to her. Like her visions, it came in her mind directly from 
Above. (see chapter XXX). Apparently she used it to communicate with the 
divine source of  her visions as well as to convey her visions and mystical knowl- 
edge to others. The language contains only nouns and adjectives. It refers to 
diverse topics, not necessarily all mystical: religion, crafts, illness, anatomy, social 
hierarchy, clothing, agriculture, animals, etc. 

The real use of  the Lingua Ignota is a mystery. We have no record of 
Hildegard teaching it to others or encouraging them to practice it. Was it spoken 
by a secret society around her of  which we have no record? Were there initiates 
exchanging her secret words in a mystical brotherhood? Hildegard had enough�

A� B� C� D� E� F� G� H� I� J� K� L� M�
A B C D E F G H I J K L M�

N� O� P� Q� R� S� T� U� V� W� X� Y� Z�
N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z 
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science and enough charisma to be a 12th century Pythagoras, but if  that actual- 
ly was the case, we have no record of  it. We have a touching letter to Hildegard 
from her Benedictine friend and secretary, Volmarus, when she is about to die, 
expressing her regret at the disappearance of  her “unheard music” and her 
“unheard language”: “ubi tunc vox inauditae melodiae? et vox inauditae lingua?” 

From a mystical point of  view, Hildegard had nothing to hide. On the con- 
trary, she had everything to reveal. She may have developed the new language and 
the strange letters with which to write it out of  a need to distinguish mystical from 
worldly speech. Out of  respect for them, certain words seem to be replaced by 
their Lingua Ignota equivalents to stress their mystical importance. It worked as a 
graphic extension to normal written language. Hildegard had produced a new art 
of  illumination applied to language the better to underline certain words while 
speaking or writing. 

If  the language was designed as a tool of  illumination, the meaning of  the 
expression “unknown language” is easier to understand. It might mean “language 
to reveal the unknown”. Hildegard’s vocabulary is meant here to reveal the real 
meaning of  key mystical words behind their common, worldy appearance. 
Mystical meaning is often hidden by the ordinariness of  mundane language. 
When illuminated by the Lingua Ignota, its meaning is mystically revealed to us. 

To appreciate the flavor of  Hildegard’s language, a few of  her more impor- 
tant words are listed below in her own handwriting along with translations into 
Latin and English. 

If  we apply Hildegard’s Lingua Ignota, to the sentence “The son of God, our 
savior, helps us against the devil” as an illumination tool it will look like this : 

Decode: This is what a sentence of Hildegard’s would look like when 
coded in her alphabet�

IT� CAME� TO� PASS� THAT� THE� HEAVENS�

WERE� OPENED� AND� A� BLINDING� LIGHT� OF�

EXCEPTIONAL� BRILLIANCE� FLOWED�

THROUGH� MY� ENTIRE� BRAIN�
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“The� SCIRIZIN� of� AIGONZ, our� LIUIONZ, helps us against the 
.”�DIUELIZ�

... and would sound like this: 
“The Scirizin of Aigonz, our Liuionz, helps us against the Diueliz”. 

It may have been that both illumination tool and secret brotherhood jargon 
were complementary aspects of  Lingua Ignota usage. The language is possibly the 
only remaining trace of  a secret society, or at least of  a group of  supporters, who 
helped Hildegard spread her influence throughout Europe during the second half 

Decode: This text of Hildegard’s relates the circumstances of her first 
great vision as an adult. 

,�IT� HAPPENED� THAT� IN� THE� ELEVEN� HUN­ 

­�DRED� AND� FORTY� FIRST� YEAR� OF� THE�

,�INCARNATION� OF� THE� SON� OF� GOD� JESUS�

,  ­�CHRIST� WHEN� I� WAS� FORTY� TWO� YEARS�

,�AND� SEVEN� MONTHS� OLD� HEAVEN� WAS�

OPENED� AND� A� FIERY� LIGHT� OF� EXCEEDING�

BRILLIANCE� CAME� AND� PERMEATED� MY�

,�WHOLE� BRAIN� AND� INFLAMED� MY� WHOLE�

,�HEART� AND� MY� WHOLE� BREAST� NOT� LIKE�

,  ,�A� BURNING� BUT� LIKE� A� WARMING� FLAME�

AS� THE� SUN� WARMS� ANYTHING� ITS� RAYS�

.�TOUCH�
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of  her life. After her main visions when she was 42, she became a moral and mys- 
tical center of  reference. Princes, bishops and popes sought her advice. Besides 
her important production in music and literature, she sent a vast number of  let- 
ters to all countries. She was an indefatigable fighter against the moral corruption 
of  the church. 

Like Pythagoras, Hildegard stressed the importance of  music. Composing and 
singing brought yet another dimension to her mystical world, another code to 
reach beyond conventional speech. She wrote Gregorian style music in neunes on 
a four line stave, with melodies that extended over two and a half  octaves. Her 
leaps and roulades demand great concentration on the part of  singers. As Dr. 
Nancy Fierro remarks, a specific code signs most of  Hildegard’s chants: “a 
melodic leap of  a fifth followed by a leap of  a fourth upwards”(1). 

(1) DR. NANCY FIERRO, CSJ MOUNT ST. MARY'S COLLEGE, LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA USA 
http://www.staff.uni-mainz.de/horst/hildegard/music/music.html 
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Aigonz 
Aieganz 
Zuuenz 
Liuionz 
Diueliz 
Ispariz 
Nimois 
Jur 
Vanix 
Peuearrez 
Korzinthio 
Falschin 
Sonziz 
Linschiol 
Zanziuer 
Vrizoil 
Jugiza 
Pangizo 
Kulzphazur 
Phazur 
Peueriz 
Maiz 
Hilzpeueriz 
Nilzmaiz 
Scirizin 
Hilzscifriz 
Limzkil 
Zains 
Zunzial 

deus 
angelus 
sanctus 
salvator 
diabolus 
spiritus 
homo 
vir
femina 
patriarcha 
propheta 
vates 
apostolus 
martir 
confessor 
virgo 
vidua 
penitens 
attavus 
avus 
pater 
maler 
nutricus 
noverca 
filius 
privignus 
infans 
puer 
iuvenis 

god 
angel 
saint 
savior 
devil 
spirit 
man 
hero 
woman 
patriarch 
prophet 
poet 
apostol 
martyr 
confessor 
virgin 
widow 
penitant 
father 
ancestor 
father 
mother 
food 
malevolent 
son 
step­daughter 
baby 
child 
young�

AIGONZ�
AIEGANZ�
ZUUENZ�
LIUIONZ�
DIUELIZ�
ISPARIZ�
NIMOIS�
JUR�
VANIX�
PEUEARREZ�
KORZINTHIO�
FALSCHIN�
SONZIZ�
LINSCHIOL�
ZANZIUER�
VRIZOIL�
JUGIZA�
PANGIZO�
KULZPHAZUR�
PHAZUR�
PEUERIZ�
MAIZ�
HILZPEUERIZ�
NILZMAIZ�
SCIRIZIN�
HILZSCIFRIZ�
LIMZKIL�
ZAINS�
ZUNZIAL�
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Doctor Mirabilis’ ciphers 
Roger Bacon’s nickname was Doctor Mirabilis. He currently enjoys a fame he 

never anticipated in his 13th century Franciscan monastery, one that he probably 
does not deserve. In the present interest - not to say craze - surrounding ancient 
manuscripts, the mysterious Voynich document has become a household word. 
For  want of  a definite author, Roger Bacon is among the candidates nominated. 

Is it true that Bacon was an outspoken advocate of  secret writing and cryp- 
tography. His quotes promoting cipher are numerous. “A man is mad who writes 
a secret in any other way than one which will conceal it from the vulgar.” Or : "It 
is reputed a great folly to give an ass lettuce, when thistles will serve his turn; and 
he impaireth the majesty of  things who divulgeth mysteries.” 

Bacon proposed several schemes with which to hide the real meaning of  a 
text: 
­ “Some have used characters and verses and diverse others riddles and 
figurative speeches.” 
- “And an infinite number of  things are found in many books and sciences 
obscured with such dark speeches, that no man can understand them without a 
teacher” 
- “Thirdly, some have hidden their secrets by their modes of  writing; as, namely, 
by using consonants only: so that no man can read them, unless he knows the 
signification of  the words:--and this was usual among the Jews, Chaldaeans, 
Syrians, and Arabians, yea, and the Grecians too: and therefore, there is a great 
concealing with them, but especially with the Jews” 
- “Fourthly, things are obscured by the admixture of  letters of  divers kinds; and 
thus hath Ethicus the Astronomer concealed his wisdom, writing the same with 
Hebrew, Greek and Latin letters, all in a row” 
- “Fifthly, they hide their secrets, writing them with other letters than are used 
in their country" 

Decode: Decode this application of Roger Bacon’s first method. It hides 
his most famous quote, still an important principle today. 

A long life sits certainly in earnest. No classic eagle requires each quest under 
irate rats. Every science moves and touches him else my art tires in cold souls. 
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In the fifth method, Bacon suggests using exotic letters. This is the clue that 
must have encouraged Voynich fanatics to credit him with that mysterious 
manuscript. It disregards however the probable fifteenth century date of  the 
manuscript; which makes John Dee a more likely candidate. 

Decode: Test Bacon’s method of removing the vowels. How difficult is it 
to get back to the original text? 
t s rptd  grt fll t gv n ss lttc, whn thstls wll srv hs trn; nd h mpairth th mjst f 

thngs wh dvlgth mstrs 

Decode: Bacon’s fifth method is applied to his own writing, using the 
Greek alphabet, each Roman letter replaced with its Greek equivalent. 
Ιτ ισ ρεπυτεδ α γρεατ φολλψ το γιϖε αν ασσ λεττυχε, ωηεν τηισ− 

τλεσ ωιλλ σερϖε ηισ τυρν; ανδ ηε ιµπαιρετη τηε µαϕεστψ οφ τηινγσ 

ωηο διϖυλγετη µψστεριεσ. Ανδ τηεψ αρε νο λονγερ το βε τερµεδ 

σεχρετσ, ωηεν τηε µυλτιτυδε ισ αχθυαιντεδ ωιτη τηεµ 

Decode: On the need and use of obscurity. 

Ι δεεµεδ ιτ νεχεσσαρψ το τουχη τηεσε τριχκσ οφ οβσχυριτψ, 

βεχαυσε ηαπλψ µψσελφ µαψ βε χονστραινεδ, τηρουγη τηε 

γρεατνεσσ οφ τηε σεχρετσ ωηιχη Ι σηαλλ ηανδλε, το υσε σοµε οφ 

τηεµ, σο τηατ, ατ τηε λεαστ, Ι µιγητ ηελπ τηεε το µψ ποωερ 
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Geoffrey Chaucer 
A basic principle of  creativity states that it is easier to create new products 

with new words that with old words. Today, it is a good marketing strategy to first 
name a new product, then proceed to its invention and design. Old words have 
too many references to objects that already exist and have a distorting influence 
on the mind when we are looking for new ideas. New words are free of  old ref- 
erences and leave the mind freer to invent. The same is true of  science and 
Geoffrey Chaucer was aware of  this. 

Early scientists of  the fourteenth century, also faced with this problem, came 
to the same conclusion. In their works, they continually introduced new terms to 
describe whatever they found or developed. This was not so much, as some think, 
to hide their results behind obscure wordings, as to underline a radical departure 
from old ways of  thinking. They used it as a tool to force their own and their 
reader’s minds into the various logics of  new sciences. 

Another benefit of  new words and languages is that in themselves they are a 
statement of  expertise and personal distance from the subject. Using the specif- 
ic code books of  their sciences, Renaissance scientists proved both the very exis- 
tence of  their science and their mastery of  the matter. When it came to sciences 
needing the trust of  the people, such as medecine, the reference to arcane code 
books was all the more important. 

Researchers in geometry resorted to the use of  Latin or Greek words. In 
chemistry, not yet quite distinct from alchemy, they used Arabic terms. Others 
went further and not only invented their technical terms, but wrote them in cipher 
alphabets. This was the case of  Chaucer in some of  his books. 

Chaucer was doing for science what Hildegard had done for mysticism. They 
were both giving more poise and substance to their new language. 

The following ciphers are encoded in an alphabet recreated from the example 
above, a cipher Chaucer included in his manuscript of The Equatorie Of  The 
Planetis. The full table of  correspondances is in the solutions (page XXXX). 
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Decode: The beginning of the Prologue to the Canterbury Tales�

H I S� E Y E N� S T E P E� A N D� R O L L I N G E� I N� H I S� H E E D�

T HAT� S T E M E D� A S� A� F O R N E Y S� O F� A� L E E D�

H I S� B O T E S� S O U P L E� H I S� H O R S� I N� G R E E T� E S TA AT�

N O W� C E R T E I N LY� H E� WA S� A� FA I R� P R E L AT�

H E� WA S� N AT� PA L E� A S� A� F O R P Y N E D� G O O S T�

A� FAT� S WA N� L O V E D� H E� B E S T� O F� A N Y� R O O S T�

H I S� PA L F R E Y� WA S� A S� B R O U N� A S� I S� A� B E R Y E�

Decode: A well known proverb in Chaucer’s middle English�

H AB I T� M A K E TH� N O� M O N K E� N E� W E A R I N G� O F� G U I LT�

S P U R S� M A K E TH� N O� K N I G H T�

Decode: On how to use the astrolabe. �

TH Y N� A S T R O L AB I E� H ATH� A� R I N G� T O� P U T T E N� O N�

T H E� T H O MB E� O F� T H E� R I G H T� H A N D� I N� TA K I N G�

T H E� H E I G H T� O F� T H I N G E S�

Decode: Fatherly advice�

TH E� F I R S T� V E R T U E� S O N E� I F� T H O U� W I LT� L E R N E� I S�

T O� R E S T R E Y N E� A N D� K EP E N� W E L� T H Y� T O N G E�
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Agrippa’s “Occultese” 
Agrippa devised many cipher alphabets as he used an abundance of  graphics 

of  all sorts to express his bizarre and obscure thoughts (see the chapter on 
Vitruvian men). He presented his symbols and alphabets as heavily loaded with a 
meaning that ordinary words could not convey. They supposedly came from 
ancient and mysterious sources. He drew his alphabets with great precision, yet 
hardly used them to write or print books. 

Agrippa’s strangest - and most difficult to read - alphabet is his “Theban” 
font.  The Three Books of  Occult Philosophy, Agrippa’s best known work, is a 
good opportunity to practice it as an Elisabethan contemporary. 

Agrippa designed his Malachim alphabet to write on astrology. Letters were 

Decode: The first two sentences of Agrippa’s address to the reader and 
discover how Agrippa’s mind worked. 

j  d o  no t   do vbt  bvt  t he   t jt le   o f  o v r  boo k  o f 

,  ,  , oc cvlt   ph jl o sophy   o r  o f   ma gjck  th e y   on 

, th e   ot h er   h and  j vdge   th at   no   ma n  js  t o   be 

; es te em e d  o vr  e ne my  t ha t  h as  ne v e r  j n jv re d  vs 

and  t h at  t h e  p ar tne rshj p  o f   th e   h vm an  n at v re  

js  jn st ea d  o f   a  le agv e .  a nd   t hat   kj nd nes s 

and  go o d­n at vre   vn jt e  m e n  mo r e  e f fe ct va ll y 
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and  wj th   gr ea te r  s tr eng t h  th an  any   agr ee ­ 

; me n ts  wha tsoe ver  sj nc e  t h er e by  th e   eng ag e­ 

' me n ts  of   m ens  he ar ts  bec om e   str o n ger   th an 

th e  bon d   and  obl jga tj on  o f   wo rd s  m ay  by 

, th e  rar jt y  of   j t  a llvr e  m any   t o  r e ad  j t 

,  , amo n gst   wh jch   s om e   of   a  cras je   jvd ge me nt 

and  som e  th at   are   p er ver se  wj ll  com e   to   h e ar 

,  , wha t  j   can  sa y  wh o   b y  th ej r  rash  j gn or ance  

may  t ake   th e   nam e  o f   ma gjck   jn   t he   wo rs e 

, sen s e   a nd   t ho vg h   scar ce   h avjng  see n  th e 

,  , tj tle   cr y   o vt   t hat   j   te ach  f o rbj dd en   ar ts 

,  , sow  th e   seed   o f  he re sj e s  o ff e n d  p jo vs  e ars 

; and  sc andal jz e  ex ce lle nt  wjt s  t ha t  j   am   a 

,  , sorcere r  and  s vp e rst jt jo vs  a nd   dj vel lj sh  wh o 

, jn de e d  a m  a  magj cj an:  to   wh o m  j  answ er  th at 

a  ma gjcj an  d ot h   not   am ong s t  l ea rn e d  m en 

, sjgn j fj e   a  sorc er er  o r  o n e   th at   js   svpe r ­ 

;  , stj tj ov s   or   dj vel lj sh  bvt   a  wj se  man  a 

Cipher art - 53 
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drawn as the lines between stars, the way our eyes link them to create Zodiac signs 
in the sky. With this code, Agrippa intended to be the first stellar code breaker, 
cracking the messages of  the. Had he been properly followed, present day astrol- 
ogy books would all now be printed in Malachim. 

Decode: Agrippa on Venus 

E  E  E THI NGS  AR U ND R  V N US 

E  E  E  E AMO NGST L M NTS  A IR 

E AND  WAT R  AMONGST 

E H UMOURS  FL GM  W ITH 

E E BLOOD  SP IRIT  A ND  S D 

E AMO NGST TASTS THOS 

E  E E WHICH  AR SW T U NCTUOUS 

E  E AND  D L CTABL 
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The “Passing The River” alphabet, evokes the Styx, the river crossed by the 
dead in their journey beyond our world. 

Decode: Agrippa on the Sun 

T H I N G S� U N D E R� T H E�

P O W E R� O F� T H E� S U N 

A  ,  A R E� M O N G S T� E L E  ­ 

, M E N T S� T H E� L U C I D 

A  ; F L� M E� I N� T H E 

, H U M O U R S� T H E� P U R E R 

,  A B L O O D� N D� S P I R I T 

;  A O F� L I F E� M O N G S T 

A  ,  A T� S T S� T H� T�W H I C H 

, I S� Q U I C K� M I X E D�

W I T H� S W E E T N E S S 
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Agripa was influenced by Arabian sources that had reached the 
west through a mysterious book called The Picatrix or, in Arabic, 
Ghâyat al-Hakîm (The Goal of  the Wise). The Picatrix was written 
around 1000 CE and synthesized the culture of  astrology at that 
time. Agrippa  built on The Picatrix’s content. The picture on the 
left shows the links between stars as used in Agrippa’s alphabet. It 
also displays the pythagorean link between stars and music. The 
lyre fashioned to look  like the horns on a bull’s head is in harmo- 
ny with the celestial bodies. 

Decode: Agrippa on Mars 

A  A  A  , T H I N G S� R E� M� R T I� L L 

A  ,  , M O N G S T� E L E M E N T S� F I R E 

A  A  , T O G E T H E R� W I T H� L L� D U S T 

A  A  : N D� S H� R P� T H I N G S 

A  , M O N G S T� H U M O U R S� C H O L L E R 

;  A  A  , L S O� B I T T E R� T� S T S 

A  ,  A T� R T� N D� B U R N I N G� T H E 

,  A  A  A T O N G U E� N D� C� U S I N G� T E� R S 
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Decode: the general precept of The Picatrix 

A  A T H E� C� U T I O U S� S O U L� C O L L� B ­ 

A  A  A O R� T E S� W I T H� T H E� S T R� L 

A  A C T I O N� J U S T� S� T H E� S K I L L E D 

A  A  A  A P E� S� N T� C O L L� B O R� T E S 

A W I T H� N� T U R E� W H E N� P L O W ­ 

A I N G� N D� D I G G I N G 
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John Dee 
John Dee, who lived from 1527 to 1608, was not only the 

Court Astrologer for Queen Elizabeth. Like many outstanding 
minds of  the sixteenth and the seventeenth century, he easily 
led a career of  scientist and developer of  new technologies 
while pursuing research and practicing obscure traditional and 
occult disciplines. He was essential in the development of  the 
British Navy and in the training of  the first great navigators. He 
saw no problem in charting the astrological sky with the same 
methods he had used in charting the seas. He was also a very fine mathematician. 

With the help of  Edward Kelley and probably at his suggestion, he developed 
Enochian Magic, based on working closely with angels. Dee and Kelley asserted 
that angels had brought them their Enochian Alphabet. The angels wished to be 
addressed through these symbols. Indeed, the alphabet did very much to enhance 
the magical character of  Dee and Kelley’s productions. 

John Dee’s ambition was to be the Pythagoras and Euclid of  magic. He 
worked at giving occultism a logical face. In his Monas Hieroglyphica, his 
principles and “theorems” make magic look, at least formally, as scientific as 
Euclid’s geometry. John Dee must have hoped that if  he paid due respect to 
the symbolism and to the external aspect to logic, then truth would “magi- 

cally” follow: that his shaky theories on magic would become as valid as the most 
basic geometrical knowledge. 

A very important notion emerges here: the power of  symbolism. Such is the 
power of  symbols that our minds are easily fooled into believing that they are 
containers actually carrying content and truth within themselves wherever they 
are and whoever uses them. In fact this can easily be disproved, for example with 
the swastika which contains widely different meanings, good and evil, in different 
cultures around the world, Indian, Nazi or eighteenth century Russian 
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Freemason... 
That John Dee was a victim of  this confusion does not imply any dishonesty 

on his part. On the contrary, it is proof  of  his open-mindedness, perhaps with a 
touch of  naivety. In the late sixteenth century it was even less clear than now 
where to draw the line between valid science and what is not. The most curious 
researchers unashamedly looked on both sides. 

Edward Kelley’s case is more doubtful. John Dee trusted him and depended 
on him as a medium to communicate with angelic and other worlds. Many con- 
temporary sources assert that Kelley’s honesty was less than perfect. As a crystal 
gazing scryer, he could easily pretend to see in mirrors everything that Dee want- 
ed to see.. 

Decode: Theorem 2 of the theory of angel magic 

NEITHER THE CIRCLE WITH ­ 

, OUT THE LINE NOR THE LINE 

, WITHOUT THE POINT CAN 

BE ARTIFICIALLY PRODUCED . 

,  , IT IS THEREFORE BY VIRTUE 

Decode: Theorem 1 of Dee’s Monas Hieroglyphica 

IT IS BY THE STRAIGHT LINE 

AND THE CIRCLE THAT THE 

FIRST AND MOST SIMPLE EXAM ­ 

PLE AND REPRESENTATION OF 

ALL  THINGS MAY BE DEMON ­ 

, STRATED WHETHER SUCH 

­ THINGS BE EITHER NON EXIS ­ 

TENT OR  MERELY HIDDEN UNDER 

' NATURE S  VEILS 
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OF THE POINT AND THE MONAD 

THAT ALL THINGS COMMENCE TO 

EMERGE IN  PRINCIPLE .THAT 

WHICH IS AFFECTED AT THE 

, PERIPHERY HOWEVER LARGE 

, IT MAY BE CANNOT IN ANY WAY 

LACK THE SUPPORT OF  THE 

CENTRAL POINT . 

Decode: Theorem 3 of the theory of angel magic 

, THEREFORE THE CENTRAL 

POINT WHICH WE SEE IN THE 

CENTRE OF THE HIEROGLYPH ­ 

IC MONAD  PRODUCES THE 

, EARTH ROUND WHICH THE 

,  , SUN THE MOON AND THE OTHER 

PLANETS  FOLLOW THEIR 

RESPECTIVE PATHS . THE SUN 

, HAS THE SUPREME  DIGNITY 

AND  WE REPRESENT HIM BY A 

CIRCLE HAVING A  VISIBLE 
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Diderot and d’Alembert 
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These tables by d’Alembert show how much contemporary science was still 
dependent on traditional symbolism in the eighteenth century. In 1772 Diderot 
and d’Alembert’s encyclopedia records 256 symbols used in chemistry. Alchemy 
and chemistry were in the process of  separating to evolve along different paths. 
The layout is closer to Agrippa’s magical symbolism than to modern chemistry. 
The chemists had still not entirely parted from alchemy. 
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The E back-door 
Roger Bacon, Geoffrey Chaucer and, for that matter, all their European con- 

temporaries were unaware of  a critical weakness in their languages where ciphers 
are concerned. Latin, Middle English, Middle French and all other European lan- 
guages including their present variants, are betrayed by the statistics of  their let- 
ters. In all of  them, when frequency is computed, the letter E stands out many 
points above the next letter. The statistics of  the other letters are caracteristic of 
each language. 

Frequency caracteristics also extend to sets of  two letters following each other 
in a text - called “bigrams” - and to sets of  three letters called “trigrams”. Among 
all the possible combinations of  two letters, some occur very often, while others 
never at all. 

With these statistical tools, a codebreaker can literally break down a code into 
parts easier to translate and parts that remain obscure - statistics is not a precision 
tool. Then, step by step, using intuition and method, with much trial and error, if 
the text is long enough, he can come up with the whole translation. 

most frequent letters 
most frequent first letters 
most frequent last letters 

most frequent bigrams 
most frequent trigrams 
most frequent doubles 

most frequent letters after E 
most frequent 1­letter words 
most frequent 2­letter words 
most frequent 3­letter words 
most frequent 4­letter words 

e t a o i n s h r d l u 
t a s o i c w p b s h m 
e t s d n r y o f  l a g 
th er on an re he in ed nd ha at 
the and tha ent ion tio for nde 
ss ee tt ff  ll mm oo 
r d s n a c t m e p w o 
a i o 
of  to in it is be as at so we he 
the and for are but not you all 
that with have this will your from they 

English 
French 
German 
Italian 

Spanish 

E T A O I N S H R D L U 

E N A S R I U T O L D C 

E N R I S T U D A H G L 

E I A O R L N T S C D P 

E A O S R I N L D C T U 

the most frequent letters 
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Here are the percentages of  the 26 letters computed in a survey 
of  contemporary English. It must be stressed that in this table, only 
the order of  the first letters is significant. The exact percentages will 
vary from one survey to another, depending on the text chosen for 
analysis, so, apart from the E, we cannot depend on statistics alone 
for the identification of  each letter. Statistics tell us only roughly what 
zone a certain letter lies in. 

As for the other western languages, the letter E stands out ahead 
in German and French. In Spanish and Italian, E is challenged by the 
other vowels. E is harder to distinguish from A in Spanish and from 
A and I in Italian. 

Letter statistics reveal a sort of  alphabetical DNA that identifies 
each language. German and French are close to each other, and can 
only be differentiated by minor letters such as H, Q and X. Spanish 
and Italian are close to each other as well, but treat I and S different- 
ly enough for an easy separation. 

The following hints are useful when deciphering an English code: 
­ U always follows q, save in foreign words such as Iraki or kat 
­ H is the most frequent letter before a vowel 
­ N is the most frequent letter after a vowel 
­ ED, ES and ER are the most frequent word endings 
­ the average word length is 5.5 letters 
­ if a word begins and ends with the same letter, look for S, T or D 

0 

2 

4 

6 

8 

10 

12 

14 

A  B  C  D  E  F  G  H  I  J  K  L  M  N  O  P  Q  R  S  T  U  V  W  X  Y  Z 

E 12.41 
T 9.69 
A 8.20 
I 7.68 
N 7.64 
O 7.14 
S 7.06 
R 6.68 
L 4.48 
D 3.63 
H 3.50 
C 3.44 
U 2.87 
M 2.81 
F 2.35 
P 2.03 
Y 1.89 
G 1.81 
W 1.35 
V 1.24 
B 1.06 
K 0.39 
X 0.21 
J 0.19 
Q 0.09 
Z 0.05 

English 
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French 

Spanish 

German 

Italian 
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Europeans realised these statistical weaknesses in the sixteenth century. But 
they can’t be credited for it. They discovered them when they started exploring 
Arabian science. As early as the tenth century, Arabian linguists had computed let- 
ter statistics as applied to their own language. Books on cryptography were writ- 
ten and slowly found their way to Rome and Florence, mainly via Andalusia in 
Southern Spain, where Christians, Moslems and Jews shared a common civilisa- 
tion. 

The Italian Renaissance architect Leone Battista Alberti was one of  the first 
to apply this knowledge on European languages. This gave him techniques to 
crack ciphers his contemporaries thought invulnerable. He was one of  the first to 
propose the use of  “homophones” to defeat the statistical weakness of  alpha- 
betical languages and close their E back-door: the replacement of  each letter with 
different possible symbols. 
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