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Welcome to topic number 085…  
Today, Master Gregson and I 
will look at codes and ciphers 

during our period.



Ciphers or codes will be used in six of the 
stories in the Canon, of which four Holmes 

must crack to solve a case.



He will note in “The Adventure of the Dancing Men” 
he has analyzed one hundred-sixty ciphers and does 
come across different ones in each of these stories. 



In The Valley of Fear, Holmes 
will use an almanac to locate the 
words specified by a series of 

numbers and letters.



In “The Adventure of the Gloria 
Scott,” Holmes will determine every 

third word in a nonsensical message is 
a warning to the recipient. 



In “The Adventure of the Dancing Men,” Holmes 
must use his knowledge of substitution codes (more 
about that later) to read a series of messages sent 

through a string of stick figure drawings. 



He will use a code he sees in the personal 
columns to contact Emilia Luccia in “The 

Adventure of the Red Circle.” 



The other two stories (“The Adventure 
of the Second Stain” and “His Last 

Bow) will mention a code, but neither 
requires Holmes’s deciphering skills.



Cryptography, or the art of writing or solving 
codes, has a history going back to ancient 

Egypt where a text rearranged the letters in 
a stone carving to keep the message secret. 



In a time before the Internet or 
telephone of the 20th and 21st centuries, 

such messages had uses from lovers 
sending secret messages to political and 

religious intrigue to warfare.



Letters can be stolen and 
used for blackmail, as in 
“The Adventure of the 

Second Stain.” 



The 1800s, however, see a surge 
in the practice, related in part to 

Edgar Allan Poe’s essays and 
efforts to solve coded messages…



… as well as Charles 
Babbage’s solving of more 
complicated ciphers during 
the British Crimean War.



Poe’s fascination with cryptography was 
quite apparent in a series of essays “A 

Few Words on Secret Writing”…



… where he discussed the use of substitution codes, which 
he used in his short story “The Gold Bug” and challenged 

his readers to submit messages for him to decipher. 



Substitution codes involve using a 26-word 
phrase (or a series of 26 symbols) where 
the alphabet is written underneath, and 
the message is then rewritten using the 

new letters or symbols. 



For example, using the Latin phrase 
“Sauviter in modo, fortiter in re” 
(“Gentle in manner, firm in deed”), 
the new, coded, alphabet would be:

Sauviter In modo fortiter In re
Abcdefgh ij klmn opqrstuv wx yz



“Sherlock Holmes” 
becomes “irioum rfodis.”



As Holmes will describe in “The Adventure 
of the Dancing Men,” decoding such 

messages involved knowledge of the most 
frequently occurring letters in English…



… and using those, through trial 
and error, to deduce the words 
until the message made sense. 



In an essay in 1841, Poe announced 
after two years of cracking all the 
codes he had received, he failed at 

two submitted by W.B. Tyler. 



The second cipher will not be 
solved until 2000 by a Canadian 

software engineer. 



The messages Tyler submitted are not 
the substitution code Poe had 

requested. 

The first involved a more complex 
cipher requiring a key. 



The second employed more 
than one code used for each 

letter of the alphabet. 



While some speculation 
suggests the Tyler was Poe, 
an analysis by John Hodgson 

in 1993…



… indicates these were not 
the type of messages Poe 
would have used as a basis 

for the message. 



The invention of a machine to produce and decipher 
coded messages will occur in 1917, and during the two 

world wars, cryptography will become even more complex. 



For Holmes, however, the only 
computer needed to resolve the 
puzzles in the Canon is his brain.



… yes, but we’ll be 
back with another 

topic soon…

So we have completed 
topic 85 in our series… 



References for this topic:

• http://baltimorepostexaminer.com/edgar-allan-poe-and-cryptography-are-
there-hidden-messages-in-eureka/2013/04/27

• https://sherpasoftware.com/blog/the-evolution-of-cryptography/
• http://baltimorepostexaminer.com/edgar-allan-poe-and-cryptography-are-

there-hidden-messages-in-eureka/2013/04/27
• https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/a-cipher-from-poe-solved/
• John Hodgson,“Decoding Poe? Poe, W.B. Tyler, and Cryptography” in The Journal 

of English and Germanic Philology. Vol 92, No. 4 (Oct. 1993), page 533
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