Mr. Aaron Light
Dear Aaron,

I am writing to you in connection with the Ancient Cryptography SIG, as announced in the Bulletin for March 2005.

I have a well-developed decipherment project which focuses on cryptograms from the era 1870-1898. While most people might not regard this as “ancient”, it is ancient enough for me.

The big problem regarding my possible participation in your SIG is that I do not have a computer, and hence cannot directly access your website. Hence, you (or someone else in the SIG) will have to act as an “intermediary” in placing my materials on the website – otherwise I cannot participate.

For “openers”, I am sending you herewith a cryptogram in the form of a letter-matrix, which dates from 1894. Please feel free to publish this on your website. If any of your other SIG members – or you personally – can solve the puzzle within the next three months, I will pay you $100 as a prize.


Sincerely yours,





PAUL MAXIM





P.O. Box 120





New York, NY

10012-0120

(212) 925-1691

PS: Would you be willing to provide me with your cell phone number? Thanks.

03/30/05
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Mr. Aaron Light

Ancient Cryptography SIG

Dear Mr. Light:


On March 30, 2005, I mailed you a letter in which I applied for participation in your Ancient Cryptography SIG, which you announced in the Mensa Bulletin for March 2005 (p. 40). So far, I have not received any response from you.


If you wish to send me some downloads from your SIG website, I am willing to read them. I am also willing to repay you for your postage, in the event you incur any significant expenses in writing to me.


In the meantime, I am sending you another cryptogram (below), which cannot be regarded as “ancient”, since it was generated via email. I do not believe it is as difficult as the one I sent you on March 30.

PAUL MAXIM, P.O. Box 120, NYC, N.Y. 10012-0120

Apr. 11, 2005
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4/11/05

Dear Aaron,


Just after I completed my enclosed letter to you, I was contacted by my “email intermediary”, who told me you had contacted her, etc. Well and good. If you display my matrix-cryptogram on the SIG website, please be so good as to present it as a verbatim photographic image – i.e. do not feed it through a word-processing program, as this may change the arrangement of the characters (you will note that all the letters are equispaced, not proportionally spaced). So now you know that the cryptogram has a structural component.


If the other SIG members wish to communicate with me, they can do so via postal mail, at the address I have indicated – please relay this adviso to them.


I have a “supply” of other cryptograms, all dating from the late 19th century, some of which occur in the guise of literary works. One of the problems is that they’re all in French. However, French is not considered an “inaccessible” language – just a language that most Americans don’t read. I’m going to start you off on the literary cryptograms with a poem that contains an “embedded” cryptogram – i.e., the name of a mystery cigar, as well as the identity of the person who smokes the cigar. This one does not have to be displayed in any special format – i.e., “proportional spacing” can be employed. And it does contain a traditional “letter-substitution” cipher.


The puzzle has a number of “stages”, each one of which must be successfully solved before proceeding to the next phase.



SECOND PART OF MESSAGE

Now I am going to be a little more explicit, and attempt to clarify some of the mysteries inherent in the above description. Several years ago, I discovered that a well-known French writer (Mallarmé) had developed a system for combining literature with cryptography – i.e., most of his later compositions (poetry and prose) are enciphered in some way. His most extensive system is based on the codification of history, and he did this by creating a series of concatenated “cryptophrases”, in which each phrase refers disguisedly to some specific historical entity or event. Superficially, these phrases are in French, but below the surface they contain a good amount of English (Mallarmé’s “second language”). For example, I can send you a complete copy of Mallarmé’s 1896 essay, Le Mystère dans les Lettres (“Mystery In Letters”), which is entirely in cipher.


In order to accommodate my project, would you consider modifying the name of your SIG to “Ancient Cryptography Through 1900”? This material is extremely challenging, and should provide other SIG members with a formidable “workout”. Insofar as I am aware, I am the only individual ever to decipher any of Mallarmé’s cryptopuzzles.


PAUL MAXIM

(212) 925-1691

A CRYPTOGRAM BY MALLARMÉ: THE CIGAR SONNET

	Toute l’âme résumée

Quand lente nous l’expirons

Dans plusieurs ronds de fumée

Abolis en autres ronds

Atteste quelque cigare

Brûlant savamment pour peu

Que la cendre se sépare

De son clair baiser de feu

Ainsi le choeur des romances

À la lèvre vole-t-il

Exclus-en si tu commences

Le réel parce que que vil

Le sens trop précis rature

Ta vague littérature
	The whole soul summed up/begun again

When slowly we breathe it out

In several smoke-rings

Vanishes in other rings

Bear witness to some cigar

Burning cunningly so long

As the ash detaches itself

From its bright kiss of fire

Thus the chorus of romances

Flies to the lip

Exclude from it if you begin

The real because (it is) base

Too precise a meaning erases

Your vague literature


Mallarmé’s Cigar-Puzzle of 1895 – The Ten Questions

1. Which operation inaugurates the puzzle’s solution?

2. What’s the name of the “mystery cigar”?

3. How many “flickings of ash” take place?

4. Which ancient cipher-method is referenced, and why is it appropriate?

5. What is the connection between the puzzle and Mme. Tussaud’s Wax-Works?

6. Who’s the hidden personage underlying the poem?

7. What specific incident is cited via the cigar’s name?

8. On what climactic occasion is the cigar smoked?

9. Construct a logogram showing how the cigar is smoked, and the end-products into which it separates.

10. Find a prophetic allusion to something the “hidden personage” did, several years after the poem was published.

Mr. Aaron Light

122 N. Harrison Road

Sterling, VA 20164

SUBJECT: Mallarmé Cryptosystem.

Dear Aaron:


As a follow-up to our phone conversation of Sat. Apr. 16, 2005, I am writing to provide some further information on the prose cryptosystem devised by Mallarmé between 1865 and 1898.


1. The “system” is found in Mallarmé’s prose essays published during this period, such as Quant au Livre. It is extremely voluminous. Quant au Livre consists of three individual essays: (1) Étalages (“Bookstalls”); (2) The Book, Spiritual Instrument, and (3) Mystery in Letters. My Penguin edition, now out-of-print, has the French text at the top of the page, and an English translation at the bottom. The three essays span 26 pages in this format.


2. The prose is very dense and circumlocutive. Many French people can’t understand it, and tend to regard it as a form of stylistic doubletalk. This is because the text meanders, and never seems to get to the point, leading some observers to conclude that there is no “point” – i.e., no real meaning.


3. The real meaning of this writing resides in its cryptologic substructure. The basic unit of organization is the phrase, of which there are thousands. Each phrase constitutes a cryptologic vignette, focused on some specific historical entity, person, or event – hence, the first objective of decipherment is to identify the hidden subject of each cryptophrase.


4. By means of this unique system, Mallarmé accomplished something that no one else ever attempted: The integration of history, literature, and cryptography. As I mentioned previously, to the best of my knowledge, I am the only person ever to understand his objectives, and to decipher portions of the system. Most academics in French lit, even those who teach Mallarrmé for a living, are completely unaware that most of his writings are in cipher.


5. One of the main deterrents to deciphering this system is that its solutions are discursive, rather than succinct, and require extensive amounts of historical research. For example, he created a cryptopuzzle dealing with the first performance of Mahler’s First Symphony, which Mahler conducted in Budapest on 20 Nov., 1889. In “solving” this puzzle, the decipherer must create an elaborate correspondence (list of parallels or analogies) between aspects of the puzzle-phrase (which has 39 characters), and entities which figured in Mahler’s performance. It is a perfectly logical scheme, but working it out can span ten or 12 pages... This is something which the typical cryptanalyst is not “geared” to do – particularly in today’s “hurry-up”, computer oriented world.


6. You may be wondering, at this point, how Mallarmé was able to create such a vast number of cryptophrases, and concatenate them into “esthetic” essays. There is still a great deal of mystery surrounding his accomplishment. However, from reading his writings as a whole, a few glimmers of light emerge, as follows:


a) He began developing his system around 1865, when he was 23 years old, and continued working on it until his death in 1898.


b) He referred to his system, cryptically, as “The Orphic Explanation of the Earth”.


c) He never revealed the secrets of his system, or indicated that he was a cryptographer. Everything I learned had to be deciphered “from scratch”.


d) He developed his cryptopuzzles during his “spare” time – mainly at night and on weekends. He was a perpetual insomniac, and at one point alleged that he was awake virtually 24 hours per day (my presumption is that he took an occasional nap).


e) Professionally, he was employed as a teacher of English in the French secondary school system (the lycée). Hence, he must have had enormous stamina in order to spend his nights composing literary works (and cryptograms), at a time when most people would have been soundly asleep.


f) The cryptopuzzles (when solved) reveal an extensive degree of detailed historical knowledge. Yet Mallarmé was never known as a researcher or historian. My presumption is that he had an enormous mental capacity, and soaked up information from whatever sources were most convenient. Those who knew him said that he seemed well-informed on virtually any topic they raised, thus leading to his reputation as “omniscient”.


g) His prose cryptosystem is based on the artificial language he created, which allowed him to encode, or encapsulate, the salient details of a real-world subject, using a variety of wordplay techniques. Some of the specific letter-number games he employed include anagrams, pictograms, puns (homophones), rebuses, analogies, structural devices, and letter-arithmetic; hence, his system integrates a variety of wordgames which generally are not compatible with each other. He referred to this cryptosystem, metaphorically, as “the doubt of the supreme Game”.

Now I would like to discuss with you, if I may, some of the practical problems involved in getting my material displayed on your SIG website. Can you perhaps locate someone, on your campus, who does data-transcription on a commercial basis – i.e., for “X dollars per page”? If you can arrange to have my communications transcribed into digital format, under your supervision, I will cover the bill.

Getting back to Mallarmé, his prose cryptosystem constitutes a true cryptogram, in that it provides plaintext. According to Mallarmé’s scheme, each cryptophrase contains either one or two “embedded” letters, which can be determined after the puzzle-phrase is completely solved. These letters are then concatenated to formt he plaintext; generally, one paragraph within the ciphertext will yield one plaintext word or phrase.


Because of this overall structure, it was necessary for Mallarmé, when assembling his ciphertext, to work on several “levels” at once: i.e., there are two sequences of order which occur simultaneously. On the surface, the successive puzzlephrase had to resemble “normal” text, at least from a grammatical standpoint. The text is deliberately circumlocutive, since Mallarmé is indicating that the true meaning lies below the surface, and can be extracted only through cryptanalysis.


Because of the large amounts of time, energy, and research needed to unravel it, Mallarmé’s cryptocipher is probably the world’s most inefficient means of verbal communication. In terms of difficulty, I would rank it ahead of the Enigma cipher of World War II.


You are aware, of course, that your communications with me will have to be by postal mail. Hence, I am enclosing $5 to cover your anticipated postage costs, plus a “down payment” on the costs of getting my contributions digitally transcribed. Please let other SIG members know my postal address – I am willing to answer questions pertaining to Mallarmé’s puzzles, and let them know whether they are on the “right track”.


In a subsequent letter, I will send you the complete French/English text of Quant au Livre, so that you can see how voluminous it is. So far, my decipherments have focused mainly on Le Mystère dans les Lettres (published 1896).


Cryptogrammatically yours,


PAUL MAXIM, P.O. Box 120, NYC, N.Y. 10012-0120

18 April 2005

Mr. Aaron Light

Ancient Cryptography SIG

122 N. Harrison Road

Sterling, VA 20164

SUBJECT: Mallarmé’s Cryptolanguage

Dear Aaron,


To date, I have sent you material pertaining to three distinct cryptoproblems, as follows:


a) A 28 line letter-matrix, with numeration along the sides – not otherwise identified.


b) “Mallarmé’s Cigar Puzzle of 1895”, consisting of a French-language poem (14 lines), an English prose translation, and ten “leading questions”.


c) A 4-page letter (18 April 2005), in which I described – in a general way – Mallarmé’s prose cryptosystem, as encountered in a trio of works grouped under the heading, Quant Au Livre.


d) Now I am sending you (enclosed) the complete French text of Quant au Livre, along with an accompanying English translation, by Anthony Hartley (Penguin, 1965).


e) The technical name for this type of writing is a concealment cipher – i.e., steganography. Mallarmé became famous for his brilliant but convoluted style, that seems to meander in circles without getting to the point. It is quintessential “doubletalk”, because it contains at least two different types of hidden messages. As I previously noted, each phrase constitutes an individual puzzle, focused on a specific historical topic; in addition, a plaintext message can eventually be extracted to which each phrase contributes either one or two “embedded letters”, and it is this “running message” which (beneath the surface) interconnects the successive phrases. The result is a cryptosystem which is probably different from any other ever created.


f) In order to develop this system, Mallarmé created a special cryptolanguage which is built around French and English homophones, plus a variety of other wordplay devices. This language is deliberately ambiguous – i.e., it presents the analyst with many different interpretive possibilities, all of which have to be explored.


g) For example, consider the phrase, à la merci des bas farceurs (“at the mercy of low jokers”). Initially, we are not told who the “low jokers” are, but presume they are simply part of the vulgar masses. This puzzle references, in brief context, a very specific topic, which was well known in Mallarmé’s time (latter 19th century), but is not so well known in our own.


h) Now please consider a few “alternative” ways in which the phrase can be read, such as: à la mer, six...; à la mer, cede... à lame erre six (“to the blade/lamella wander six”)..., and so forth. In fact, it is a maze of ambiguity, but each separate interpretation has its own meaning, which helps illuminate either the disguised subject, or the mechanics of this particular puzzle.


i) It can readily be observed, from this example, that one of the basic requirements for attacking this system is a good knowledge of French (and English) homophones. The French academics who teach Mallarmé do have this knowledge, but they never bothered applying it in a puzzle-context – in other words, they were unable to meet Mallarmé on his own terms.


j) Now I’m going to give you  a complete homophonic reading of the entire phrase: À la mer, cede débats, far sirs. You will note that this combines English and French into a kind of “Franglais”. It is appropriate because it describes a combat involving both French and English forces, which the British were forced to “cede”; this combat took place on the 40th anniversary of Waterloo. Note that the term “far sir” (for farceurs) could refer to a British commander who had been knighted, and who was fighting far from home.


k) In addition to comments about the hidden historical topic, the cryptophrase can also contain comments about the letter (or letters) it contributes to the plaintext message, or about the procedures that must be applied to it by the cryptanalyst. For example, consider the following construction: ...à qui tombe sous le coup, (“to whoever falls beneath the blow/stroke”). The key here is to realize that Mallarmé is pronouncing tombe as thought it has two syllables (i.e., tomb-uh), just as it would be pronounced in a French poem. At this point, two other possibilities arise, since the “neutral un” syllable (i.e., schwa) can represent unaccented e in French, or a in English. Consequently, this entire subphrase contains an instruction – to the cryptanalyst – to place an e (or an a) at the right end of coup, so as to form coupe (“cup”, etc.), or coupa (past tense of couper = “to cut”). In this way, Mallarmé introduces the concept of cutting (i.e., surgery), plus that of placing something beneath, in an act of supposition. Can you figure out what he’s driving at?


l) I think you can begin to see, by now, what makes Mallarmé’s cryptosystem one of the world’s most difficult and unique.






Sincerely yours,






PAUL MAXIM, P.O. Box 120, NYC 10012

P.S.: If you can, please send me some printouts from the website.

P.P.S.: In the accompanying ms. for Quant Au Livre, I have striven to “white out” all my marginal notes, some of which were jotted down at a very early stage in my decipherment. Any jottings which remain should be disregarded.







[Mailed 04/25/05]

