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 Vol. 10: Archaeological Mysteries

 The Book of Nowhere

 The Voynich Manuscript and the Language That Doesn't Exist

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"This book, bequeathed to me by an intimate friend, I destined for you, my dear Athanasius, as soon as it came into my possession, for I was convinced it could be read by no one except yourself."

 — Johannes Marcus Marci to Athanasius Kircher, 1665



Chapter One
 The Bookworm

 The villa was crumbling, and the priests were desperate.

Villa Mondragone sat on a hill above the town of Frascati, sixteen miles southeast of Rome, and in the summer of 1912 it was a monument to decay. Built in the sixteenth century as a papal retreat — Pope Gregory XIII had announced the reform of the calendar from its terrace in 1582 — the villa had passed through the hands of princes and cardinals before landing with the Jesuits, who ran a college there and could no longer afford the roof repairs. The frescoes were flaking. The gardens had gone to seed. The library, once one of the finest private collections in Italy, was being quietly sold off, volume by volume, to pay the bills.

This was precisely the kind of situation that Wilfrid Michael Voynich lived for.

Voynich was a book dealer — arguably the most remarkable book dealer of his age. Born Michał Habdank-Wojnicz in 1865 in the Lithuanian town of Telšiai, then part of the Russian Empire, he had been a revolutionary before he was a bibliophile. As a young man he had joined the Polish nationalist movement Proletariat, been arrested by the Tsarist police, and spent nearly two years in a prison convoy marching to Siberia. He escaped from the transit camp at Irkutsk — how exactly, he never fully explained — and made his way across Manchuria, through China, and eventually to London, where he reinvented himself with the thoroughness of a man who has already died once and sees no reason to be constrained by his first life.

In London he married Ethel Lilian Boole, the daughter of the mathematician George Boole and a novelist of considerable reputation — her book The Gadfly would sell millions of copies in the Soviet Union — and he opened an antiquarian bookshop on Shaftesbury Avenue. He had a genius for finding what nobody else could find. He tracked down lost manuscripts the way a detective tracks down missing persons: through rumour, through contacts, through an instinct for the places where valuable things go to be forgotten. He had purchased manuscripts from monasteries in Spain, from private collections in Germany, from attics in England where the descendants of great families had no idea what their grandfathers had left behind. He moved his business to New York in 1914, but in 1912 he was still operating from London, and when he heard that the Jesuits at Villa Mondragone were selling, he went to Frascati.

What happened next depends on whose account you believe. Voynich himself told the story several ways over the years, adjusting the details as suited the audience and the moment. The core of it was this: among a collection of manuscripts the Jesuits were offering for sale, he found a small, thick volume bound in limp vellum. It was not much to look at — about the size of a modern paperback, perhaps nine inches tall and six wide, the cover plain and soft and slightly warped with age. He opened it.

The first page showed a plant. It was drawn in coloured inks — green leaves, brown roots, a central stalk — in a style that suggested a medieval herbal, the kind of book physicians and apothecaries had used for centuries. But the plant was wrong. Its leaves did not match any species Voynich had ever seen. Its roots coiled in ways that real roots do not coil. And the text that surrounded the illustration — dense, fluent, clearly written by someone who knew what they were writing — was in an alphabet he had never encountered in thirty years of handling old manuscripts.

He turned the pages. More plants, all of them unidentifiable. Then circular diagrams that appeared to be astronomical charts, with zodiac symbols and concentric rings of text. Then pages crowded with small, naked female figures bathing in pools connected by elaborate plumbing. Then what looked like pharmaceutical jars. Then pages of dense text with no illustrations at all, just paragraph after paragraph in the same fluid, incomprehensible script.

Voynich was not a cryptographer. He was not a linguist. But he had spent his life with old books, and he knew — with the immediate certainty of the expert — that this was something extraordinary. The manuscript was genuinely old. The vellum, the inks, the drawing style all pointed to the fifteenth century. The script was unlike anything in any alphabet he knew — not Latin, not Greek, not Arabic, not Hebrew, not any of the ciphers or shorthand systems that medieval scholars had used. And the illustrations, particularly the plants, had a quality of invention that went beyond mere decoration. Whoever had made this book had created an entire world inside it — a world with its own language, its own botany, its own cosmology — and then closed the cover and let it disappear for four hundred years.

Tucked between the pages, Voynich found a letter. It was written in Latin, dated 19 August 1665 (often cataloged as 1666), and it was addressed to a man named Athanasius Kircher — the most famous Jesuit scholar of the seventeenth century. The letter was from Johannes Marcus Marci, the rector of Prague University, and it said this: the manuscript was believed to have been the work of Roger Bacon, the thirteenth-century English friar and proto-scientist. Marci reported that it had been purchased by Emperor Rudolf II of Bohemia for the sum of six hundred gold ducats — an enormous price, enough to buy a house. And Marci was sending it to Kircher because, he wrote, "I was convinced it could be read by no one except yourself."

Kircher, apparently, could not read it either. The manuscript had sat in the Jesuit collections for two hundred and fifty years, unopened, unstudied, forgotten.

Voynich bought it. The price he paid has never been disclosed — the Jesuits may have thrown it in with a larger lot, or Voynich may have negotiated a separate deal. He took it back to London, then to New York, and he spent the remaining eighteen years of his life trying to find someone who could tell him what it said.

He never found that person. Neither has anyone else.

 [image: Villa Mondragone, Frascati, where Voynich found the manuscript]Villa Mondragone in Frascati, near Rome. In 1912, Wilfrid Voynich purchased the manuscript from the Jesuits here, among a collection of old books being sold to pay for the crumbling building's repairs.
 

Chapter Two
 The Emperor's Cabinet

 To understand how a book written in a language that does not exist ended up in a Jesuit villa outside Rome, you have to go back to Prague, to the court of the strangest monarch in European history.

Rudolf II, Holy Roman Emperor, King of Bohemia and Hungary, ruled from Prague Castle from 1583 until his forced abdication in 1611. He was not much of a ruler. He lost wars. He alienated his family. He was probably depressed, possibly bipolar, and he retreated so deeply into his private obsessions that his own brother eventually deposed him. But he was, without question, the most extraordinary collector the world had ever seen.

His Kunstkammer — his cabinet of curiosities — filled entire wings of Prague Castle. It contained paintings by Dürer, Brueghel, and Arcimboldo, the Italian painter who made Rudolf's portrait out of fruit and vegetables. It contained clockwork automata, astronomical instruments, bezoard stones believed to neutralise poison, narwhal tusks sold as unicorn horns, and a nail said to have been used in the Crucifixion. It contained the largest collection of gemstones in Europe, a dodo skeleton, and a mandrake root carved into the shape of a man. Rudolf spent money the empire did not have on objects the empire did not need, and his court at Prague became the intellectual capital of Europe — a place where astronomers like Tycho Brahe and Johannes Kepler worked alongside alchemists, astrologers, and men whose occupations defied easy classification.

It was a court made for the Voynich Manuscript.

According to the Marci letter, Rudolf purchased the manuscript for six hundred ducats. The seller is not named in the letter, and the identity of the person who brought the manuscript to Prague has been debated for a century. The most frequently cited candidate is John Dee.

Dee was an Elizabethan polymath — mathematician, astronomer, cartographer, and advisor to Queen Elizabeth I. He owned the largest private library in England, much of it devoted to the works of Roger Bacon, whom Dee revered. In 1583, Dee left England for the Continent with his associate Edward Kelley, a figure of considerably murkier reputation. Kelley claimed to be able to communicate with angels through a process called "scrying" — gazing into a crystal ball or polished stone — and he dictated to Dee an elaborate angelic language he called "Enochian," complete with its own alphabet, grammar, and vocabulary. Whether Kelley genuinely believed he was channelling celestial beings or was simply a talented confidence man has never been settled. His ears had been cropped — a standard punishment for fraud or forgery — which suggests the authorities had their own view.

Dee and Kelley visited Rudolf's court in Prague in the mid-1580s. They stayed for several years, moving between Prague, Kraków, and the estates of various Central European nobles. They performed alchemical experiments. They held séances. They ran through money. And it is entirely possible — though not proven — that during this period Dee sold Rudolf a mysterious manuscript attributed to Roger Bacon. Dee had the Bacon connection, the intellectual credentials, and the financial motive. Kelley had the skills of a forger and the morals of a card sharp. Either of them could have brought the manuscript to Prague. Either of them could have made it.

But there is another candidate, and his name is actually on the manuscript.

Under ultraviolet light, on the first folio of the Voynich Manuscript, a faded inscription becomes visible: Jacobi a Tepenec. This is Jacobus Horcicky de Tepenec — also known as Jacobus Sinapius — who was Rudolf II's personal physician, pharmacist, and director of the imperial botanical gardens. He was an herbalist of considerable reputation, a man who spent his professional life studying plants, preparing medicines, and tending the emperor's collection of rare botanical specimens. If any single person at Rudolf's court had reason to own or create a book full of unidentifiable plants and pharmaceutical preparations, it was Jacobus Sinapius.

His signature was erased — someone tried to remove it from the page, but not thoroughly enough to defeat ultraviolet light. Why someone erased it, and when, is another question the manuscript declines to answer.

After Rudolf's death in 1612, the manuscript's trail goes cold for two decades. It resurfaces in the possession of Georg Baresch, an obscure Prague alchemist who apparently found it mystifying. In 1639, Baresch wrote to Athanasius Kircher in Rome, describing a book in his possession "written in an unknown script" that had been "taking up space uselessly in his library." He sent sample copies of the script to Kircher and asked for help deciphering it. Kircher, who was at that moment working on his own (spectacularly wrong) decipherment of Egyptian hieroglyphics, apparently did not reply, or at least did not help.

Baresch died around 1662. The manuscript passed to his friend Johannes Marcus Marci, who sent it to Kircher with the letter that Voynich would find two hundred and fifty years later. Kircher received it. He placed it in the Jesuit collections. And then — nothing. For a quarter of a millennium, the most mysterious book in the world sat on a shelf in Rome, and nobody said a word about it.

The silence is almost as mysterious as the manuscript itself. Kircher was a man who published thirty-nine books on subjects ranging from magnetism to volcanoes to the construction of the Tower of Babel. He was the kind of scholar who could not leave a puzzle alone. Yet he appears to have looked at the Voynich Manuscript and simply — put it down. Did he try and fail to read it? Did he recognise it as something beyond his abilities? Did he suspect it was a fraud and decide it was not worth his time? The Jesuit archives offer no answer. The manuscript went into the collection, the collection went into the villa, and the villa crumbled quietly until a Polish book dealer arrived on a summer day in 1912 and opened the right box.

 [image: Emperor Rudolf II of Bohemia]Rudolf II, Holy Roman Emperor, who reportedly purchased the manuscript for 600 gold ducats. His court in Prague was a magnet for astronomers, alchemists, and men of more ambiguous occupations.
 

Chapter Three
 The Alphabet of Nowhere

 The first thing you notice about the Voynich script is that someone knew how to write it.

This sounds obvious, but it is not. A hoaxer, a forger, someone inventing a fake alphabet on the fly, leaves traces of hesitation — uneven spacing, inconsistent letterforms, the visible effort of a hand that is making things up as it goes. The Voynich text shows none of this. The characters flow across the page with the casual confidence of a person writing in their native language. The pen moves smoothly. The spacing is consistent. The words — if they are words — are separated by clear gaps, and they are arranged in lines that run from left to right, top to bottom, in the standard European fashion. Whoever wrote this was fluent. They had written these characters hundreds, perhaps thousands of times before.

The script contains approximately twenty to thirty distinct characters, depending on how you count — some glyphs may be ligatures, combinations of two characters written as one, and the boundaries between distinct letters and scribal abbreviations are genuinely unclear. The characters do not match any known alphabet. Some have a faint resemblance to Latin shorthand, the tironian notes used by medieval scribes to speed their writing. Others look vaguely Arabic. A few suggest early Glagolitic, the alphabet invented in the ninth century for Slavic languages. But none of these resemblances holds up under scrutiny. The Voynich alphabet is its own thing — an island in the sea of human writing systems, connected to nothing.

The text is dense. The manuscript contains approximately 170,000 individual glyphs, arranged into roughly 35,000 "words" — the clusters of characters separated by spaces. The vocabulary — the number of distinct word types — is approximately 8,000. By comparison, the vocabulary of a typical English novel is about 10,000 to 20,000 words, drawn from a language with hundreds of thousands. The Voynich vocabulary is smaller than you would expect for a natural language, but far larger than you would expect for gibberish.

And the words have structure. This is perhaps the most tantalising and frustrating thing about the Voynich text. The words are not random arrangements of characters. Certain glyphs appear almost exclusively at the beginnings of words. Others appear only at the ends. Some characters cluster in the middle. The distribution of word lengths peaks at five to six characters, with very few one- or two-character words — a pattern consistent with some natural languages but inconsistent with others. The words follow each other in patterns that are not random but are not recognisable either. They obey rules. We just don't know what the rules are.

In the 1970s, a Navy cryptanalyst named Prescott Currier made a discovery that complicated things further. By performing statistical analysis of the text, he determined that the manuscript appeared to have been written by at least two different scribes — or, more precisely, that the text fell into two statistically distinct groups, which he labelled "Language A" and "Language B." The two groups have different character frequencies, different word patterns, and different statistical signatures. They are related — they use the same alphabet — but they are not the same. Whether this means two scribes, two dialects, two sections written at different times, or two variants of the same encoding system, Currier could not determine. No one has since.

The text also exhibits a phenomenon that linguists find deeply puzzling: word adjacency. The same word, or very slight variations of it, will appear two or three times in succession, or in close proximity on the same line. In natural language, exact repetition of this kind is unusual — you would not normally write "the the" or "house house house" in running text. In the Voynich Manuscript, near-repetitions are common. Some researchers interpret this as evidence that the text is meaningless — that a mechanical process, like a Cardan grille, was generating pseudo-words that inevitably repeated. Others argue that certain languages, particularly agglutinative ones where meaning is built by stacking suffixes, can produce exactly this kind of pattern.

Then there is the question of entropy. In information theory, entropy measures the amount of surprise, or unpredictability, in a sequence of symbols. A completely random sequence has maximum entropy. A completely predictable sequence — AAAAAAA — has zero entropy. Natural languages fall somewhere in between, and different languages have different entropy levels depending on their structure. The Voynich text has been measured at approximately ten bits per word, which is lower than most European languages but consistent with some Asian languages and with certain types of constructed or abbreviated texts. The character entropy — approximately four to five bits per character — is also lower than typical European scripts. This could mean the text is a natural language with a particular structure. It could mean it is an artificial language. Or it could mean it is an elaborately structured nothing.

No one has determined which of these possibilities is correct. The Voynich script remains the only known writing system in history that appears in exactly one document. Every other alphabet, every other script, every other writing system ever invented by human beings appears in multiple texts, across multiple contexts, written by multiple hands. The Voynich script appears once, in one book, and then vanishes from the record. This alone makes it one of the most singular objects in human history. A language that nobody speaks. An alphabet that nobody reads. A book that everyone can see and no one can understand.

 [image: A page from the herbal section of the Voynich Manuscript]A page from the herbal section showing an unidentifiable plant surrounded by text in the Voynich script. The handwriting is fluent and confident — whoever wrote this had written these characters many times before.
 

Chapter Four
 The Garden of Impossible Plants

 The plants are the heart of the mystery.

The first and largest section of the Voynich Manuscript — roughly folios 1r-66v — is the herbal section. Each page is dominated by a single plant illustration, drawn in coloured inks, typically showing the entire plant from roots to flowers. Text surrounds the illustration, presumably describing the plant's properties, preparation, or uses. The format is immediately recognisable to anyone who has seen a medieval herbal — the genre of illustrated botanical manuscripts that physicians and apothecaries used as reference guides for medicinal plants. Hundreds of these herbals survive from the medieval and early modern periods. The Voynich herbal section looks like one of them, in the same way that a dream of your childhood home looks like your childhood home: the shape is right, the proportions are right, but the details are wrong in ways that are difficult to articulate.

The plants are wrong.

Approximately 113 plant illustrations appear in the herbal section. Of these, the vast majority do not correspond to any known species. The leaves are the wrong shape. The roots are too elaborate. The flowers have the wrong number of petals. Some plants appear to be composites — the roots of one species grafted onto the stem of another, topped with the flower of a third. Some are clearly stylised, drawn with an artistic rather than scientific intent, but even accounting for stylisation, they do not resolve into real plants. Botanists, herbalists, and plant historians have examined them for over a century, and while individual researchers have proposed identifications — this one might be a sunflower, that one a waterlily, this one a species of fern — no consensus has emerged. The plants are, for the most part, imaginary.

Or are they? The debate over the Voynich plants is one of the most contentious in manuscript studies. One school of thought holds that the plants are real but drawn badly, or drawn from memory, or drawn by someone copying illustrations from another source without actually seeing the living plants. Medieval herbals are full of inaccurate illustrations — plants copied and re-copied over centuries, each generation of artists adding errors and artistic flourishes until the illustration bears only a passing resemblance to the original. If the Voynich illustrator was working from degraded source material, or illustrating plants from a geographic region unfamiliar to European scholars, the unrecognisable species might simply be badly drawn versions of real organisms.

Another school holds that the plants are deliberately invented — that the Voynich Manuscript is not a herbal but a work of imagination, and that the plant illustrations, like the text, are part of an elaborate construction whose purpose we do not understand. This view is harder to explain, because the effort involved is extraordinary. Inventing 113 distinct plant species, each with its own morphology, its own root system, its own flower structure, is not trivial. It requires not just artistic skill but botanical knowledge — you have to know what plants look like in order to make something that looks like a plant but isn't one.

The biological section — also called the balneological section — is even stranger. Here the illustrations show small, naked female figures bathing in pools of green or blue liquid, connected by an elaborate network of pipes and tubes. Some figures appear to be standing in large vessels. Others float in channels that branch and reconnect like a plumbing diagram. The style is not erotic; the figures are small, schematic, almost diagrammatic, and the emphasis is on the system of vessels and connections rather than on the bodies themselves. Nothing quite like it exists in any other medieval manuscript.

Theories about the biological section range from the medical to the mystical. Some researchers believe it depicts the human circulatory system — the "pipes" being blood vessels, the "pools" being organs — as understood by medieval physicians who had never performed a dissection. Others suggest it represents a system of baths or therapeutic immersion, perhaps related to the medieval tradition of balneology, the medical use of mineral springs. Still others see alchemical symbolism: the female figures as representations of chemical processes, the connected vessels as an allegorical depiction of distillation or purification. The truth is that nobody knows. The biological section is a Rorschach test in coloured ink, and every viewer sees something different.

The astronomical and cosmological sections are somewhat more approachable. The astronomical pages contain circular diagrams that appear to show zodiac symbols — researchers have identified what look like conventional representations of Aries, Taurus, Pisces, and other signs, surrounded by rings of text and small figures. Some diagrams appear to chart the positions of stars or planets. The cosmological pages, including the famous nine-rosette foldout — a massive page that unfolds to nearly six times the size of a standard folio — show interconnected circular structures that might represent cities, islands, or celestial bodies connected by pathways. The rosette page is the single largest illustration in the manuscript, and it is breathtaking in its complexity and utterly impenetrable in its meaning.

The pharmaceutical section shows coloured jars and vessels alongside plant parts — roots, leaves, stems — in arrangements that suggest a pharmacopoeia, a book of medicinal recipes. And the final section, the so-called recipe section, is pure text: dense paragraphs marked with star-shaped symbols in the margins, page after page of the Voynich script with no illustrations to offer even a hint of meaning.

Every section of the manuscript presents the same paradox. It looks like something. It is organised like something. It has the structure, the layout, the visual grammar of a functional reference work — a book that was made to be used. But the content resists every attempt at comprehension. The plants cannot be identified. The diagrams cannot be interpreted. The text cannot be read. The Voynich Manuscript is a book-shaped object that refuses to behave like a book.

 [image: The biological/balneological section of the Voynich Manuscript]A page from the biological section showing small nude female figures bathing in pools connected by an elaborate network of pipes. Nothing quite like it exists in any other medieval manuscript.
 

Chapter Five
 The Codebreakers

 William Frederick Friedman was, by any reasonable measure, the greatest cryptanalyst who ever lived.

During the Second World War, he led the team that broke the Japanese PURPLE cipher — the electromechanical encryption system used by Japan's foreign ministry for its most sensitive diplomatic communications. The intelligence derived from PURPLE, codenamed MAGIC, gave the United States advance knowledge of Japanese diplomatic intentions throughout the war. Friedman had previously broken dozens of other cipher systems. He had trained a generation of American codebreakers. He had essentially invented the science of modern cryptanalysis. And when, in the 1940s, he turned his attention to the Voynich Manuscript, he believed — with the confidence of a man who had cracked the uncrackable — that the manuscript would yield its secrets like everything else had.

It did not.

Friedman's first serious attack on the Voynich came in 1944, when he assembled a group of top military cryptanalysts — the First Study Group — to work on the manuscript as an informal project. These were not hobbyists or academics. They were the men and women who had broken Axis codes, who had read encrypted messages that the enemy believed to be unreadable. They brought the full apparatus of wartime cryptanalysis to bear on the Voynich: frequency analysis, pattern recognition, statistical tests, the accumulated wisdom of a discipline that had been cracking codes since at least the Arab mathematician Al-Kindi in the ninth century.

They got nowhere.

The fundamental problem, as Friedman and his team discovered, was that the Voynich text did not behave like a cipher. In a substitution cipher — the simplest and most common form of encryption — each letter of the plaintext is replaced by a different letter or symbol. The structure of the underlying language is preserved. If the plaintext is English, the ciphertext will have the frequency distribution of English: E will be the most common letter, followed by T, A, O, N, and so on. Frequency analysis can crack a simple substitution cipher in minutes. But the Voynich text does not have the frequency distribution of any known language. Its statistical properties are unique.

A more sophisticated cipher — a polyalphabetic cipher, for example, like the Vigenère cipher that was considered "unbreakable" for three centuries — would flatten the frequency distribution, making each letter appear roughly equally often. But the Voynich text does not look like a polyalphabetic cipher either. Its character frequencies are uneven, which suggests that it is not a simple encryption of a natural language, but they are uneven in a way that does not match any known encryption method.

Friedman eventually concluded that the Voynich Manuscript was not a cipher at all. His hypothesis, which he maintained for the rest of his life, was that the text was written in an artificial or constructed language — a "philosophical language" of the kind that several Renaissance thinkers had proposed, in which words are assembled from components that encode meaning directly, like a chemical formula. Such a language would have statistical properties unlike any natural language, because its words would be built from logical components rather than evolving organically over centuries. Friedman believed the Voynich author had invented such a language and used a special script to write it down.

It was a brilliant hypothesis. It was also unprovable. Friedman could describe what the text was not — not a simple cipher, not a polyalphabetic cipher, not a transposition cipher — but he could not determine what it was. He worked on the Voynich, on and off, for decades. He assembled a second study group in the 1960s. He corresponded with scholars and fellow cryptanalysts around the world. He died in 1969 without having read a single word of the manuscript.

In 1978, Mary D'Imperio, a researcher at the National Security Agency, published The Voynich Manuscript: An Elegant Enigma, a comprehensive survey of every known attempt to decipher the text. The book was commissioned by the NSA — a fact that tells you something about how seriously the American intelligence community took the problem. D'Imperio catalogued dozens of proposed solutions, from the plausible to the deranged, and none of them held up. The manuscript had defeated not just individual codebreakers but the entire discipline of cryptanalysis. It was, D'Imperio wrote, "elegant" in its resistance — not crude or obvious in its obscurity, but refined, consistent, and deeply, maddeningly structured.

The machine age did not help. As computers became available for cryptanalytic work, researchers fed the Voynich text into every analytical tool they had. They ran frequency analyses, bigram and trigram counts, entropy calculations, pattern-matching algorithms, clustering analyses. The results were always the same: the text has structure, the text has patterns, the text behaves like language — but it is not any language we know, and it is not any cipher we can break.

Jorge Stolfi, a Brazilian computer scientist at the University of Campinas, performed some of the most rigorous computational analyses in the 1990s and 2000s. He found that Voynich words have a distinctive structure — a system of prefixes, roots, and suffixes that is consistent with an agglutinative language, the type of language where meaning is built by attaching morphemes to a root word, like Turkish or Finnish. He also found that the text obeys Zipf's law — the statistical rule that says the most frequent word in a language occurs roughly twice as often as the second most frequent word, three times as often as the third, and so on. Gibberish does not follow Zipf's law. The Voynich text does. Whatever it is, it is not random.

But knowing that the text has structure is not the same as knowing what it says. The Voynich Manuscript sits in a no-man's-land between language and noise, between meaning and meaninglessness, and every tool we have invented — from quill pens to quantum computers — has failed to move it from one side to the other.

 [image: William F. Friedman display at the National Cryptologic Museum]William Friedman, the greatest cryptanalyst of the twentieth century. He broke the Japanese PURPLE cipher in World War II but spent decades working on the Voynich Manuscript without reading a single word.
 

Chapter Six
 A Most Ingenious Paradox

 In 2004, a psychologist at Keele University in England named Gordon Rugg proposed an elegant solution to the Voynich problem. The manuscript, he argued, was a hoax — but not a crude one. It was a hoax of extraordinary sophistication, and it had been perpetrated using a tool that was readily available in the sixteenth century: the Cardan grille.

A Cardan grille is a sheet of cardboard or parchment with rectangular holes cut in it. You place the grille over a table of characters, and the holes reveal a sequence of characters that becomes your text. By sliding the grille to different positions on the table, you can generate large quantities of text that look structured and purposeful but are actually meaningless. The table provides the building blocks — syllable-like clusters of characters — and the grille selects and combines them in patterns that mimic the appearance of language without actually encoding any information.

Rugg demonstrated that a Cardan grille, used with a carefully designed table of Voynich-like character clusters, could produce text with many of the statistical properties of the actual Voynich Manuscript — the word-length distribution, the character frequencies, the repetitive patterns, even the mysterious word adjacency. He proposed that Edward Kelley, the scryer and probable forger who was at Rudolf II's court in the 1580s, could have used exactly this method to create a manuscript that would look sufficiently mysterious to command a price of six hundred ducats reported in the Marci letter from an emperor who collected curiosities the way other men collected debts.

It was the most convincing hoax theory anyone had proposed. It explained the text's resistance to decryption — you cannot decode a message that was never encoded. It explained the statistical anomalies — the text was generated, not written. It explained the bizarre illustrations — they were window dressing, designed to make the manuscript look exotic and valuable without needing to depict anything real. And it explained the involvement of Kelley, a man with known forging skills and known financial pressures, at a court known for its willingness to pay handsomely for occult manuscripts.

The Voynich community was not convinced. Critics pointed out that Rugg's Cardan grille method could produce text with some Voynich-like properties but not all of them. The actual Voynich text has a level of internal consistency — the prefix-root-suffix structure, the positional character preferences, the section-specific vocabulary differences — that a grille method struggles to replicate. The text is too orderly, too structured, too self-consistent to have been generated by a mechanical process. And the effort involved — 240 pages of hand-written text, 113 plant illustrations, dozens of astronomical and cosmological diagrams — seems disproportionate for a hoax, even one aimed at an emperor's treasury.

In 2013, two physicists — Marcelo Montemurro from the University of Manchester and Damian Zanette from Argentina — published a paper that seemed to deal the hoax theory a serious blow. Using computational methods borrowed from information theory, they analysed the distribution of "keywords" across the manuscript's sections. In any meaningful text, certain words cluster in specific sections — botanical terms in a chapter about plants, astronomical terms in a chapter about stars. Montemurro and Zanette found exactly this pattern in the Voynich text. Words that appeared frequently in the herbal section were rare in the astronomical section, and vice versa. The text was not only structured at the word level; it was structured at the document level, in a way that strongly implied semantic content — that the words meant something, and that different sections discussed different subjects.

"The manuscript is unlikely to be a hoax," they concluded.

But if it is not a hoax, what is it? Stephen Bax, a linguist at the University of Bedfordshire, tried a different approach. Rather than treating the entire text as a code to be cracked, he attempted to identify individual words by using the illustrations as guides. If a plant illustration could be identified as a particular species, then the word next to it might be the name of that plant. Working from a small number of tentative plant identifications and using comparative linguistic analysis, Bax proposed readings for a handful of words — Taurus for the zodiac constellation, juniper for a plant, hellebore for another. His method was painstaking, speculative, and incomplete — he died in 2017 before he could take it further — but it represented a genuine attempt to read the manuscript as what it appeared to be: a text in a real language, written in a unique script.

In 2019, Gerard Cheshire of the University of Bristol claimed to have cracked the manuscript entirely, identifying the language as proto-Romance — an early form of the Romance languages spoken before they diverged into Italian, Spanish, French, and Portuguese. His paper was published, briefly made headlines, and was then comprehensively rejected by the Voynich research community as unfounded. The University of Bristol distanced itself from the claims. The manuscript, as always, remained unread.

The pattern repeats endlessly. Someone claims a solution. The solution is published. The solution is examined. The solution fails. The manuscript sits at Yale's Beinecke Library, as inscrutable as ever, and the next would-be decipherer begins work. It has been this way since Voynich opened the cover in 1912, and there is no sign that it will change.

 [image: Astronomical/zodiac section of the Voynich Manuscript]A page from the astronomical section showing circular diagrams with what appear to be zodiac symbols. The diagrams look like they should be interpretable — but they resist every attempt at comprehension.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Carbon Test

 In 2009, the Voynich Manuscript was subjected to the one test that could settle at least some of the questions surrounding it. Researchers at the University of Arizona's radiocarbon dating laboratory took tiny samples from four separate pages of the manuscript — pages chosen from different sections to ensure a representative result — and measured the decay of carbon-14 isotopes in the vellum.

The result was unambiguous: the parchment dates to the early fifteenth century. The Voynich Manuscript — the physical object, the vellum and its preparation — is genuinely medieval.

This single fact eliminated several theories at a stroke. Roger Bacon, who died in 1294, did not write on this parchment. The attribution to Bacon, which had driven interest in the manuscript since at least the seventeenth century, was either a mistake, a legend, or a deliberate lie — probably the last, intended to increase the manuscript's value when it was sold to Rudolf II. Wilfrid Voynich did not forge the manuscript. He could not have — the vellum predates him by five centuries, and while it is theoretically possible to write on old parchment, the logistical difficulties are enormous. You would need to source five-hundred-year-old parchment, remove any existing writing, manufacture period-appropriate inks, and then write hundreds of pages of fluent text in a script consistent enough to fool forensic analysis. The idea collapses under its own absurdity.

The McCrone Research Institute in Chicago analysed the inks separately. The results confirmed what the carbon dating suggested: the inks are consistent with medieval European manufacture. Iron gall ink — the standard writing medium of the period, made from oak galls, iron salts, and a binder — was used for the text. The coloured pigments used in the illustrations are also period-appropriate. No anachronistic materials — no modern synthetic pigments, no chemical compounds that did not exist before the industrial age — were found. The inks have penetrated the vellum in a manner consistent with centuries of contact, not with recent application.

The carbon dating and ink analysis together establish a firm foundation. The Voynich Manuscript is a medieval document. It was made in the early fifteenth century, probably in Europe, probably in the northern Italian or southern German cultural sphere, based on stylistic analysis of the illustrations and codicological analysis of the vellum preparation. It is not a modern forgery. It is not an eighteenth-century fabrication. It is what it appears to be: a six-hundred-year-old book.

But knowing when the vellum was made is not the same as knowing when the text was written. Vellum can survive for centuries, and it is at least possible — though most researchers consider it unlikely — that someone acquired old parchment at a later date and wrote the text then. The ink analysis argues against this — the inks are medieval, and their penetration into the vellum suggests long contact — but it does not make it impossible. The carbon date gives us a terminus post quem, a date after which the manuscript's physical existence is assured. It does not tell us everything.

What the science cannot tell us, the manuscript's physical structure hints at. The codex is organised into quires — gatherings of folded sheets that are bound together — and the foliation and quire structure show missing leaves and gaps. Some pages have been cut. Others may have been removed deliberately. The manuscript may once have been longer, or differently organised, than what we see today. The binding is not original; the current cover dates to the eighteenth or nineteenth century, and the pages may have been reordered at some point in their history.

There is also the question of the foldout pages. Several pages in the manuscript fold out to reveal larger illustrations — the nine-rosette cosmological diagram, for example, unfolds to nearly six times the standard page size. These foldouts are integral to the quire structure, meaning they were part of the original design, not added later. Whoever made this manuscript planned it carefully. They knew from the beginning that certain pages would need to be larger than others. They designed the physical object around the content, which suggests a purposeful, organised mind — not a hasty forger throwing something together for a quick sale.

The manuscript is written on parchment (vellum). The quality is reasonable but not exceptional — this is not a luxury manuscript made for a king, but a working document made for use. The illustrations are competent but not the work of a master illuminator. The overall impression is of a book made by someone who had something to say and the resources to say it properly, but who was not trying to create a showpiece. It is a functional object. A tool. A reference work.

A reference work that no one can refer to.

 [image: The nine-rosette foldout page of the Voynich Manuscript]The famous nine-rosette foldout — the largest page in the manuscript — showing interconnected circular structures that might represent cities, islands, or celestial bodies. It unfolds to nearly six times the size of a standard page.
 

Chapter Eight
 MS 408

 The Voynich Manuscript lives in a grey archival box on a shelf in the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University in New Haven, Connecticut. Its catalogue number is MS 408. The Beinecke is a modernist cube of translucent marble and granite, designed by Gordon Bunshaft and opened in 1963, and inside it the light filters through the stone walls in a way that makes the reading rooms glow amber, as if the air itself were old. It is one of the largest rare book libraries in the world, and it holds manuscripts and first editions spanning five centuries of human thought. The Voynich Manuscript is, by a considerable margin, the most famous thing in it.

The full manuscript has been digitised and is available online, free of charge, through Yale's digital collections. Anyone with an internet connection can examine every page, every illustration, every line of the impenetrable script, in higher resolution than Wilfrid Voynich ever saw with the naked eye. This democratisation of access has produced exactly the result you would expect: a vast and growing community of amateur and professional researchers, each convinced that they are closer to a solution than anyone has been before, each producing analyses that range from the rigorous to the unhinged.

The Voynich mailing list, established in 1991, was one of the earliest internet communities devoted to a single historical mystery. Websites — voynich.nu, voynichese.com, and dozens of others — host databases, transcription systems, and ongoing debates. Academic papers appear in peer-reviewed journals. Popular books are published. Television documentaries are produced. And every few years, someone announces a definitive decipherment that turns out, upon examination, to be nothing of the kind.

The claimed solutions are a study in human pattern recognition — or, perhaps, in human pattern invention. The manuscript has been "decoded" as Latin, Hebrew, Turkish, Nahuatl, Ukrainian, Vietnamese, proto-Romance, and a form of medieval women's health manual written in a shorthand that only certain midwives could read. It has been attributed to Leonardo da Vinci, to a community of heretical nuns, to an early-modern pharmaceutical company protecting trade secrets, and to visitors from another planet. Each claim follows the same arc: announcement, excitement, scrutiny, collapse. The manuscript endures.

Artificial intelligence has been deployed against the text with the same result. A 2018 study at the University of Alberta used machine learning algorithms to analyse the manuscript's statistical properties and concluded that the underlying language was most likely Hebrew. The announcement generated headlines. The methodology was questioned. The conclusion was not replicated. Other AI approaches have suggested Arabic, Latin, and an unknown Slavic language. The machines, like the humans, can detect structure without determining meaning.

What are we left with? After more than a century of analysis by some of the finest minds in cryptography, linguistics, computer science, and medieval studies, what do we actually know about the Voynich Manuscript?

We know it is real. The vellum dates to 1404-1438. The inks are medieval. The object is genuine.

We know it is structured. The text follows statistical patterns consistent with meaningful communication. It obeys Zipf's law. It has section-specific vocabulary. It has a prefix-root-suffix word structure. It is not random noise.

We know it was created by someone with knowledge and purpose. The physical construction is planned and deliberate. The illustrations, while unidentifiable, are consistent and detailed. The text is fluent, written by a hand that knew what it was doing.

We do not know what it says. We do not know who wrote it. We do not know what the plants are, what the diagrams represent, or what the naked women in the plumbing are doing there. We do not know if the text is a cipher, a code, a constructed language, or an elaborate performance of writing that signifies nothing. We do not know if the answer is simple — a language or encoding system that some future researcher will identify in an afternoon — or if the manuscript is fundamentally uncrackable, a message in a bottle from a mind so alien to our own that its meaning will never be recovered.

There is a word that the Voynich community uses for the manuscript's resistance to interpretation: robust. The mystery is robust. It does not crack. It does not fade. It does not yield to new techniques or new technologies. It simply sits there, in its grey box at Yale, hundreds of pages of parchment covered in an alphabet from nowhere, illustrated with plants that don't exist, written by someone who knew exactly what they were saying and left us no way to find out what it was.

Six hundred years. The world's best codebreakers. The world's most powerful computers. And still, when you open the Voynich Manuscript to the first page and look at that impossible plant with its impossible script, you are in exactly the same position as Wilfrid Voynich in the crumbling villa in 1912, and Georg Baresch in his Prague study in 1639, and whoever opened this book for the very first time in some workshop in northern Italy six centuries ago.

You can see it. You can hold it. You can photograph every page in microscopic detail.

You just can't read it.

 [image: Interior of the Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library at Yale]The Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library at Yale University, where the Voynich Manuscript has been housed since 1969. Catalogued as MS 408, it is the most famous object in the collection.
 

Timeline

 c. 1404–1438 — The vellum is manufactured. Carbon-14 dating places the parchment's creation in this window with 95% confidence. The manuscript is likely created during this period.

 c. 1580s — John Dee and Edward Kelley visit the court of Rudolf II in Prague. Either could have brought the manuscript to the emperor, though no direct evidence links them to it.

 c. 1586–1612 — Emperor Rudolf II reportedly purchases the manuscript for 600 gold ducats, on the belief that it was written by Roger Bacon.

 Before 1622 — Jacobus Horcicky de Tepenec (Jacobus Sinapius), Rudolf's personal pharmacist, possesses the manuscript. His faded signature is found on the first folio under ultraviolet light.

 c. 1630s — Georg Baresch, a Prague alchemist, owns the manuscript. He writes to Athanasius Kircher in Rome describing it as a mysterious book "taking up space uselessly in his library."

 1665/1666 — Johannes Marcus Marci, rector of Prague University, sends the manuscript to Kircher in Rome with a letter describing its provenance.

 c. 1680–1912 — The manuscript resides in Jesuit collections, eventually ending up at Villa Mondragone in Frascati. It remains forgotten for over two centuries.

 1912 — Wilfrid Voynich purchases the manuscript at Villa Mondragone. He spends the rest of his life trying to have it deciphered.

 1921 — William Newbold of the University of Pennsylvania announces a decipherment based on microscopic shorthand. It is debunked by John Manly in 1931.

 1944–1945 — William Friedman's First Study Group — top military cryptanalysts — examines the manuscript without success.

 1969 — Hans P. Kraus donates the manuscript to Yale University's Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, where it is catalogued as MS 408.

 1976 — Prescott Currier identifies two statistically distinct "languages" (Language A and Language B) within the text.

 1978 — Mary D'Imperio publishes The Voynich Manuscript: An Elegant Enigma for the NSA, the most comprehensive survey of decryption attempts to date.

 2004 — Gordon Rugg proposes the Cardan grille hoax theory, demonstrating that a simple mechanical device could generate Voynich-like text.

 2009 — Radiocarbon dating at the University of Arizona dates the vellum to 1404–1438. The McCrone Research Institute confirms the inks are medieval.

 2011 — Yale digitises the entire manuscript and makes it available online, dramatically expanding the research community.

 2013 — Montemurro and Zanette publish statistical evidence that the text carries semantic content, arguing against the hoax theory.

 Present — The manuscript remains undeciphered at the Beinecke Library. No proposed solution has gained broad acceptance.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Book of Nowhere is a narrative account of the Voynich Manuscript's history and the attempts to decipher it, based on documented events and published scholarship. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical research.

 ***
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 This book is part of Vol. 10: Archaeological Mysteries in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.

 Visit books.historiqly.com for more stories.
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