
The Vigenère Cipher

The square below contains 26 alphabets (in black), each shifted across by
one place relative to the row above it. Each row, or alphabet, has a different
Caesar shift. There are 26 Caesar shifted alphabets in total. But note that the
last line of the square is the same as the red plaintext alphabet across the top
of the square (it is shifted by 26 places). The red numbers down the side of
the square are the Caesar shifts of each row.

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
1 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 A
2 C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B
3 D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C
4 E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D
5 F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E
6 G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F
7 H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G
8 I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H
9 J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I

10 K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J
11 L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K
12 M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L
13 N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M
14 O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N
15 P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O
16 Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P
17 R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q
18 S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R
19 T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S
20 U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T
21 V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U
22 W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V
23 X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W
24 Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X
25 Z 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
26 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



How to use the Square
First choose a secret keyword at random, e.g. DOG. This keyword is made up
of plaintext letters at positions 3, 14 & 6 in the alphabet. So we use the
Caesar shifts in rows 3, 14 & 6 to encipher our message. These rows are
shaded yellow in the square below.

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
1 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 A
2 C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B
3 D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C
4 E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D
5 F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E
6 G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F
7 H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G
8 I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H
9 J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I

10 K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J
11 L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K
12 M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L
13 N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M
14 O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N
15 P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O
16 Q R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P
17 R S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q
18 S T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R
19 T U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S
20 U V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T
21 V W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U
22 W X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V
23 X Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W
24 Y Z A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X
25 Z 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
26 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

We encipher each plaintext letter in turn using letters in rows 3, 14, 6, 3, 14, 6
etc., repeating the same rows 3, 14 & 6 over and over. This corresponds to
repeated Caesar shifts of +3, +14 & +6.

Let’s see how to encipher the plaintext “the message”. To encode the first
letter, ‘t’, find the column labelled t, and follow it down until it intersects the
first Caesar shift row, 3, to find the cipher letter ‘W’. Following this procedure
for each letter in turn enciphers the plaintext “the message” to “WVK
PSYVOMH”. Note that double ‘ss’in the plaintext is “YV”in the cipher - tricky!

To decipher the message, the correct Caesar shifts have to be applied to the
ciphertext in reverse. Thus, the person receiving the cipher has to know the
secret keyword in order to decipher it. Deciphering is done by reading off the
red plaintext letters on the top of the square, one by one, while locating each
cipher letter on rows 3, 14 & 6 over and over.
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