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Introduction: Unlocking the Secrets of Coded History

Throughout human civilization, the ability to conceal information has shaped the course of wars, the rise and fall of 

empires, and the very fabric of modern society. From the simple substitution of letters in ancient scrolls to the 

complex quantum algorithms safeguarding today’s financial transactions, the evolution of coded communication—

known in Spanish as criptografia historia de la escritura cifrada—mirrors our relentless pursuit of privacy,

security, and advantage. This article takes you on a journey through time, exploring the milestones that have

defined cryptographic practice, the minds that pioneered these techniques, and the enduring relevance of

encryption in a digital age where data is both a commodity and a vulnerability.

The Dawn of Coded Messages

Before the invention of writing, early humans communicated through symbols and gestures, but the first instances

of intentional obfuscation date back to the Paleolithic era. Cave paintings and petroglyphs served dual purposes:

artistic expression and covert messages to rival groups. As societies transitioned from oral traditions to written

records, the need to protect sensitive information—be it trade secrets, territorial claims, or personal

correspondences—became increasingly evident. The earliest recorded encryption can be traced to the Sumerians,

who used simple substitution ciphers on clay tablets, encoding the names of gods and the details of royal decrees

to deter rival city-states.

Ancient Civilizations and the Birth of Ciphers

Egyptian Hieroglyphs and the Masking of Knowledge

Egypt’s intricate hieroglyphic system incorporated a form of steganography, embedding hidden messages within

the decorative margins of temple walls. The Rosetta Stone, discovered in 1799, revealed that the same text was

written in three scripts—hieroglyphic, demotic, and Greek—allowing scholars to decode the ancient language.

While not a cipher in the modern sense, the deliberate layering of scripts exemplifies the earliest practice of coded

writing in a public context.

Greek Innovations: Polybius and the Square

In the 3rd century BCE, Greek historian Polybius introduced the Polybius square, a grid-based cipher that

systematically substituted letters with pairs of numbers. By assigning each letter a unique coordinate, Polybius

provided a method for encrypting messages that could be transmitted orally or via written tablets without revealing

the underlying content. This technique laid the groundwork for future cipher systems that relied on mathematical

structure rather than simple letter substitution.

The Roman Cipher and Caesar’s Secret

Perhaps the most famous example of early encryption is Julius Caesar’s shift cipher, also known as the Caesar

cipher. By shifting the alphabet by a fixed number of positions—typically three—Caesar could send confidential

orders to his generals. While the method was eventually cracked by Roman soldiers, it remained a staple of military

communication for centuries, illustrating how even rudimentary encryption could provide a tactical advantage.



The Middle Ages: The Rise of Cryptographic Treatises

During the medieval period, cryptography evolved from simple ciphers into a field of scholarly inquiry. The Arab

mathematician Al-Kindi, in the 9th century, authored the first systematic study of cipher techniques, exploring

frequency analysis and the statistical properties of language. His work, “The Book on Deciphering Treatises,”

influenced European cryptographers for generations, establishing a bridge between cryptography and the nascent

science of statistics.

European Secret Codes

By the 12th century, European courts had begun to employ more sophisticated substitution ciphers, such as the

Alberti cipher disk. Invented by Leon Battista Alberti in the 15th century, the disk allowed for the rotation of

alphabets, enabling the encryption of entire paragraphs with a single device. This invention foreshadowed modern

encryption’s reliance on key management and algorithmic complexity.

The Renaissance and the Advent of Steganography

The Renaissance ushered in an era of artistic expression and scientific curiosity. Steganography—concealing

messages within innocuous mediums—gained popularity. Artists and scholars hid secret notes inside paintings,

manuscripts, and even musical scores. The most famous example is the “hidden message” in Leonardo da Vinci’s

“The Last Supper,” where a cryptic phrase can be extracted by focusing on the positioning of figures.

Mathematical Foundations

Mathematicians such as Luca Pacioli and Johannes Kepler began applying algebraic principles to encryption.

Pacioli’s work on combinatorial mathematics provided the tools necessary to create more secure substitution

ciphers, while Kepler’s investigations into the properties of numbers informed early cryptanalytic techniques. Their

contributions cemented the idea that encryption could be treated as a rigorous discipline rather than a mere art.

The 19th Century: Mechanical Cipher Machines

The Industrial Revolution’s mechanization of communication devices paved the way for mechanical cipher 

machines. The German Enigmamachine, developed in the 1920s, incorporated rotors and plugboards to generate

complex, polyalphabetic ciphers. Although initially used for commercial purposes, the Enigma’s design would

become pivotal in wartime intelligence.

The Vigenère Cipher

In the 19th century, Charles Vigenère refined his polyalphabetic cipher by introducing a keyword-based method

that made frequency analysis significantly more difficult. The Vigenère cipher’s resilience against statistical attacks

earned it the nickname “the king of ciphers.” While eventually broken by the German Army’s cryptanalytic unit in the

1900s, it demonstrated the potential for algorithmic complexity to enhance security.

World War I and the Enigma Machine

During World War I, the Enigma machine was first deployed by the German Navy to protect naval communications.

Its use of rotating rotors and a plugboard allowed for an astronomical number of possible key settings—over 150

quintillion permutations. Despite its sophistication, the Allies’ early efforts to decipher Enigma signals were

hampered by limited resources and the machine’s inherent design flaws.

The Second World War: The Breaking of Enigma



The outbreak of World War II intensified the race to decode Enigma. Polish mathematicians Marian Rejewski, Jerzy

Ró�Ç–0ki, and Henryk Zygalski, using combinatorial techniques and early computing devices, cracked the German

Navy’s Enigma settings in 1932. Their breakthroughs were shared with British intelligence, leading to the

establishment of Bletchley Park, where Alan Turing and his team built the Bombe machine to automate the

decryption process.

Impact on the War Effort

The intelligence gleaned from Enigma, codenamed “Ultra,” proved decisive in several naval engagements, including

the Battle of the Atlantic. The ability to read German communications without revealing the source allowed Allied

forces to reroute convoys, intercept U-boats, and gain a strategic advantage that shortened the war by an

estimated two years.

Post-War Innovations: The Code Book and the Birth of Modern Cryptography

After the war, the field of cryptography transitioned from mechanical to electronic. The U.S. National Security

Agency (NSA) published “The Code Book” in 1970, detailing the evolution of cryptographic techniques and the

development of the Data Encryption Standard (DES). DES, introduced in 1977, became the first widely adopted

symmetric-key algorithm, providing a standardized framework for secure communications.

The Cold War and the Development of Public-Key Cryptography

The Cold War era saw a surge in research funding for cryptographic research. In 1976, Whitfield Diffie and Martin

Hellman introduced the concept of public-key cryptography, enabling secure key exchange without prior shared

secrets. Their groundbreaking paper, “New Directions in Cryptography,” laid the foundation for algorithms such as

RSA (Rivest–Shamir–Adleman), which remain staples of secure online transactions.

Elliptic Curve Cryptography

In the 1990s, researchers explored elliptic curve cryptography (ECC), which offers equivalent security to RSA with

smaller key sizes. ECC’s efficiency made it ideal for mobile devices and embedded systems, accelerating the

adoption of secure communication protocols like SSL/TLS across the internet.

The Digital Revolution: From DES to AES

As digital technology proliferated, the need for stronger encryption grew. DES’s 56-bit key length proved vulnerable

to brute-force attacks by the early 2000s. The Advanced Encryption Standard (AES), adopted in 2001, replaced

DES with a 128-bit block cipher and key lengths of 128, 192, or 256 bits. AES’s robustness and efficiency made it

the de facto standard for government, corporate, and consumer encryption.

Homomorphic Encryption and Secure Multi-Party Computation

Recent advances in cryptographic research have focused on enabling computation on encrypted data without

decryption. Homomorphic encryption allows algorithms to be executed on ciphertexts, producing encrypted results

that can be decrypted later. Secure multi-party computation enables multiple parties to jointly compute a function

while keeping their inputs private, opening new possibilities for privacy-preserving data analytics.

The Rise of Quantum Computing and Post-Quantum Cryptography

Quantum computers threaten to break many of today’s public-key systems, including RSA and ECC, by efficiently

solving integer factorization and discrete logarithm problems. In response, the National Institute of Standards and



Technology (NIST) initiated a global competition to develop post-quantum cryptographic algorithms resistant to

quantum attacks. Candidates such as lattice-based, hash-based, and code-based schemes are being evaluated for

standardization.

Quantum Key Distribution (QKD)

Quantum key distribution leverages the principles of quantum mechanics to detect eavesdropping. By transmitting

qubits over optical fibers, QKD ensures that any interception introduces detectable anomalies, guaranteeing the

confidentiality of the key exchange. While practical deployment remains limited to high-value applications, QKD

represents a promising frontier in secure communication.

The Role of Cryptography in Everyday Life

Modern society depends on cryptography for a multitude of everyday services:

•  Secure Browsing: HTTPS protocols use TLS to encrypt web traffic, protecting user data from interception.

•  Financial Transactions: Online banking, credit card payments, and digital wallets rely on encryption to 

safeguard sensitive information.

•  Personal Privacy: Messaging apps like Signal and WhatsApp employ end-to-end encryption, ensuring that 

only communicating parties can read messages.

•  Data Integrity: Digital signatures verify the authenticity of documents and software updates, preventing 

tampering.
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