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The Great Work: Its Discovery

The theory of the existence of ciphers in English printed works of the

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries has been very widely entertained. The

number of those who have made more or less intelligent attempts to find a

clew to, or a solution for the cipher, the presence of which they instinctively

suspected, has been very great. With the majority of these the imagination

has run riot, and the most fantastic anagrams, acrostics, and word puzzles
"y

have been gravely offered by these self-styled “discoverers.” Without

training, without method, and with nothing but a suspicion as a basis for

their work, they have erected their own theory and have deliberately culled

this fact and that fancy and placed them in a false setting which they have

termed “proof.” The utter absence in this mass of ingenious nothings of

anything of serious literary or historical value has produced the inevitable

result of more or less tolerant contempt and even of active prejudice on the

part of scholars and students of literature, who might otherwise have been

disposed to approach the subject with an open or receptive mind.

Others there are who have seriously addressed themselves to the prob-

lem of ascertaining whether or not, in a given work, the cipher really

existed; what its character might be; what the method of its solution, and

what message it conveyed. In the few cases where the results have appeared

to have been reached by scientific methods an impartial investigation has

usually resulted, either in dissipating the claim made, or in discrediting the

methods followed in the alleged decipherment. In all such cases speculation

proved to have formed the ground work on which the theory was built, and

neither the theory nor the results could stand the analytical tests of scientific

scholars. Mere belief in a theory, however honest and however strong it

may be, can of itself lead to nothing of scholarly value. The essential ele-

ment of all productive research is the possession of a theory for which there

is a basis of fact—not an effort to adapt the facts to clothe a theory.

The effort, the imagination, and the ingenuity which have been ex-

pended in the attempts to establish the existence of one or the other of the
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various ciphers claimed, at various times, to have been discovered in these

old works, constitute a remarkable exhibition of instinct—gone astray.

That the facts forming the starting point in the investigation of this subject

and lying right at hand, and forming a sign post pointing to the right

direction have been overlooked by investigators of scholarly training and

able minds, only goes to show that the most obvious facts are often neglected

for those more remote and more difficult of approach.

In his work, De Augmentis Scientiarum (translated into English, under

the title: “On the Advancement of Learning”), Sir Francis Bacon, in the

chapter devoted to ciphers, says:

Let us proceed then to Ciphers. Of these there are many kinds: simple ciphers;

ciphers mixed with non-significant characters; ciphers containing two different letters in

one character; wheel-ciphers; key-ciphers; word-ciphers; and the like. But the virtues

required in them are three; that they be easy and not laborious to write; that they be safe,

and impossible to be deciphered; and lastly that they be, if possible, such as not to raise

suspicion. For if letters fall into the hands of those who have power either over the

writers or over those to whom they are addressed, although the cipher itself may be safe and

impossible to decipher, yet the matter comes under examination and question; unless the

cipher be such as either to raise no suspicion or to elude inquiry.

But for avoiding suspicion altogether, I will add another contrivance, which I devised

myself when I was at Paris in my early youth, and which I still think worthy of preservation.

For it has the perfection of a cipher, which is to make anything signify anything; subject

however to this condition, that the infolding writing shall contain at least five times as

many letters as the writing infolded; no other condition or restriction whatever is required.

The way to do it is this: First let all the letters of the alphabet be resolved into transposi-

tions of two letters only. For the transposition of two letters through five places will

yield thirty-two differences; much more twenty-four, which is the number of letters in our

alphabet. Here i1s an example of such an alphabet.

AN A N abbaa

B aaaahb O abbab

C aaaba P abbba

D aaabb Q abbbb

E aabaa R baaaa

F aabab S baaab

G aabba T baaba

H aabbb V baabb

[ abaaa W babaa

K abaab X babab

IL ababa Y babba

M ababb 7 babbb



To Elizabeth Wells Gallup, a deeply read student of English literature,

to whom belongs the enduring credit of discovering the existence and the

solution of the Baconian Biliteral Cipher, these suggestions of Sir Francis

Bacon came with the same effect as does a bright light to one who has lost

his way in the dark night. The subject of ciphers, as said to have been used

in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, had long been for her a fasci-

nating object of speculation and conjecture and reading. But with no solid

ground on which to stand she had with the true instinct of the research

student carefully held her imagination in check and refrained from allowing

herself to take more than an academic interest in a subject already discredit-

ed by theorists and dreamers. In the face of the Baconian passage however,

she found herself in possession of a positive declaration—a fact on which to

base experimental research, a clew which, if intelligently and skillfully

followed, might lead to the long-hidden treasure.

Careful study of Bacon’s own declaration gave her the following prin-

ciples on which to regulate her future procedure:

1.—That Bacon had himself devised a cipher consisting of varying combinations of

a and b 1n a group of five for each letter of the alphabet (see page 4).

2.—That Bacon had himself made use of this cipher.

3.—That Bacon had applied the use of the cipher to italic type.

4.—That the cipher consisted of the use of two forms of type, similar in general ap-

pearance, but with inherently distinct characteristics, distinguishable only on close exami-

nation.

5.—That Bacon designated the two forms of type by the letters a and 4.

6.—That the fundamental principle of Bacon’s so-called Biliteral Cipher lay in

causing each letter of the printed page to be set up from either the a or the 4 form of type,

as might be needed to form a group of five represented in the code, each such group of five

letters on the printed page constituting one letter of the message concealed therein.

7.—That in deciphering (i. e. in extracting the hidden message from the printed page)

it would first be necessary: (1) to determine the presence in the printed page of two closely

similar but inherently different forms of type, (2) to ascertain which form was regarded by

the author of the cipher as the a form and which as the 4 form, and (3) after assigning each

letter on the printed page to its appropriate form by writing such assignment beneath each,

to divide the whole into groups of five, and by reference to the aforementioned code to

ascertain whether the letters represented by such groups, when assembled in their sequence,

spelled anything intelligible.


