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 HistorIQly Jr.

 The Book Nobody Can Read

 The Voynich Manuscript and Its 600-Year Secret

 
 A history mystery for young detectives ages 8–12

 
 HistorIQly Jr.

 


"The Voynich Manuscript was an early attempt to construct an artificial or universal language of the a priori type."

 — William Friedman, sealed note opened 1970



Chapter 1
 The Hidden Book

 What did a Polish book dealer find hidden inside an Italian villa — and why couldn't anyone read it?

 In the summer of 1912, a man named Wilfrid Voynich walked through the gates of a crumbling Italian villa and changed the history of mystery forever.


Voynich was a book dealer — one of the best in the world. He made his living buying and selling rare, old books. He had a nose for treasure. He could spot a valuable manuscript the way a detective spots a clue everyone else has missed.


The villa was called Villa Mondragone. It sat in the hills south of Rome, surrounded by cypress trees and long, golden grass. For centuries it had belonged to the Jesuits — a powerful order of Catholic priests — and its library held thousands of ancient books and manuscripts. Now the Jesuits were selling some of them, quietly, to raise money.


Voynich was invited to look.



 [image: Illustration of a man in Edwardian clothing approaching a grand Italian villa surrounded by cypress trees, carrying a leather satchel]
 
 Villa Mondragone near Rome, where Wilfrid Voynich discovered the manuscript in 1912. The villa had been home to thousands of old books and documents for centuries. What kind of secrets might be hidden in a place like this?
 


He spent hours in the dusty rooms, opening trunks, turning pages, holding old paper up to the light. Most of what he found was ordinary — church records, letters, books in Latin. But then, in a wooden chest tucked into a corner, he found something extraordinary.


It was a small book, about the size of a modern paperback. The pages were made of vellum — thin, smooth animal skin that medieval people used instead of paper. The cover was plain and unmarked. Nothing about the outside suggested it was special.


Then Voynich opened it.


Every page was covered in handwriting — neat, flowing, confident handwriting — in a script he had never seen before. Not Latin. Not Greek. Not Arabic, Hebrew, Chinese, or any language Voynich had ever encountered. The letters were completely unknown.



 Case File Extra

 Wilfrid Voynich was not just a book dealer. He was a former revolutionary who had been imprisoned in Siberia by the Russian government, escaped, and eventually settled in London. He was used to secrets, codes, and dangerous documents. But nothing in his extraordinary life had prepared him for this book.




And the illustrations were even stranger. Page after page showed plants that did not exist — green, twisting, alien-looking things with roots and leaves and flowers that no botanist has ever identified. Other pages showed circular diagrams that looked like star charts or calendars, with strange symbols arranged in rings. Some pages showed tiny naked human figures bathing in pools connected by elaborate plumbing that made no sense.


Voynich stared at the manuscript. He turned page after page. Two hundred and forty pages of beautiful, careful work — and not a single word he could read.


He knew immediately that he had found something extraordinary. He bought it. He took it home. And he spent the rest of his life trying to understand what it said.


He never did.


Neither has anyone else. Not medieval scholars. Not World War Two codebreakers. Not modern computers running the most powerful decryption software ever built.


The Voynich Manuscript is the only text in human history that has defeated every single attempt to read it.


And six hundred years after someone sat down and carefully wrote it, we still do not know what it says — or even what language it is written in.

 

Chapter 2
 A World of Secrets

 What was the world like when the manuscript was written — and why did people keep so many secrets?

 In the early 1400s — around the same time Joan of Arc was leading armies in France and the great Chinese admiral Zheng He was sailing enormous treasure ships across the Indian Ocean — someone sat down with a quill pen and a pot of ink and began to write the strangest book in history.


We know the approximate date because of a scientific test. In 2009, researchers at the University of Arizona used radiocarbon dating to analyse tiny samples of the vellum. The results were clear: the animal skins used for the pages were prepared between 1404 and 1438.



 Word Unlock

 Radiocarbon Dating
 Everything that was once alive — animals, plants, people — contains a substance called carbon-14. After something dies, the carbon-14 slowly breaks down at a steady, predictable rate. By measuring how much carbon-14 is left in a piece of old material, scientists can estimate when the animal or plant died. It works for objects up to about 50,000 years old.




So the manuscript was made in the early fifteenth century. But who made it — and why?


To understand that, you need to understand what the world was like in the 1400s.



 [image: Illustration of a medieval scribe working at a desk by candlelight, surrounded by manuscripts, ink pots, and botanical drawings]
 
 A medieval scribe at work. Every book had to be written entirely by hand — a single manuscript could take months or even years to complete. What kind of person would spend that long writing something nobody else could read?
 


Europe in the 1400s was a place of knowledge and fear. The great universities — Oxford, Paris, Bologna — were centres of learning where scholars studied medicine, astronomy, and philosophy. But knowledge was also dangerous. The Catholic Church controlled what people were allowed to believe, and ideas that contradicted Church teaching could get you arrested — or killed.


Because of this, many scholars wrote in code. Alchemists — early chemists who tried to turn ordinary metals into gold — used secret symbols so the Church would not accuse them of witchcraft. Doctors recorded medical recipes in private ciphers so rivals could not steal them. Astronomers hid their discoveries in coded notebooks because some of their findings contradicted what the Church said about the heavens.



 Word Unlock

 Cipher
 A cipher is a system for turning ordinary writing into secret writing. The simplest cipher replaces each letter with a different one — like writing B instead of A, C instead of B, and so on. More complex ciphers use symbols, numbers, or invented characters. Someone who knows the cipher's rules can decode the message. Someone who doesn't is locked out.




Secrets were everywhere. Coded letters passed between kings and their spies. Merchants used private alphabets to protect trade routes. Even recipes for medicines and dyes were closely guarded — a good formula could make a family rich for generations.


So the idea that someone in the 1400s would write an entire book in a secret script is not as strange as it sounds. Lots of people did it.


But here is the difference. Every other coded book from this period has eventually been cracked. We have decoded royal ciphers, alchemical codes, merchant symbols, and military encryption from every century of European history.


Every single one — except this one.


The Voynich Manuscript is not just old and mysterious. It is the only coded book from this entire era that nobody has ever been able to read. Whatever system its author used, it was either brilliantly complex or unlike anything else that has ever been written.


And that is what makes it the greatest puzzle in the history of language.

 

Chapter 3
 Inside the Manuscript

 What is actually inside the Voynich Manuscript — and why are the illustrations so strange?

 Open the Voynich Manuscript and the first thing you notice is the writing. It flows across the page from left to right in neat, even lines. The letters are rounded, graceful, and clearly written by someone who was confident and practised. This was not someone making things up as they went along. This was someone who knew exactly what they were writing.


The script — which researchers now call Voynichese — uses about twenty to twenty-five distinct characters. Some look a little like letters from the Latin alphabet. Others are completely unique. They combine into what appear to be words, separated by spaces, flowing into what appear to be sentences and paragraphs.


It looks like real writing. It feels like real writing. But nobody can read a single word of it.



 [image: Illustration showing open pages of an old manuscript with strange flowing script and colourful botanical drawings of unknown plants]
 
 Pages from the Voynich Manuscript showing the mysterious script alongside botanical illustrations. Notice how confident and even the handwriting is. Does this look like the work of someone who was making things up — or someone who knew exactly what they were doing?
 


The manuscript has 240 pages and is divided into sections, each with a different type of illustration.


The Botanical Section


This is the largest part of the book. Page after page shows detailed drawings of plants — roots, stems, leaves, and flowers — all carefully coloured in green, red, blue, and brown. They look like the botanical illustrations you might find in a medieval herbal — a book of medicinal plants. But there is a problem. Nobody has ever identified most of these plants. They do not match any known species. Some have roots that twist into impossible shapes. Some have leaves that look like nothing in nature. A few look vaguely like real plants — sunflowers, perhaps, or ferns — but most are completely unrecognisable.


Are they real plants drawn badly? Imaginary plants drawn well? Or real plants that once existed but are now extinct? Nobody knows.


The Astronomical Section


Other pages show circular diagrams filled with stars, suns, and moons. Some look like zodiac charts. Others show concentric rings with text flowing between them, like a medieval calendar or astronomical table. One extraordinary fold-out page — the largest in the manuscript — shows an elaborate circular design that might be a map of the heavens or something else entirely.



 Case File Extra

 The Voynich Manuscript contains several fold-out pages — sheets that unfold to six times the normal page size. The largest fold-out shows an incredibly complex circular diagram with what appear to be nine concentric rings of text and imagery. It took someone an enormous amount of time and care to create. Whatever this diagram means, its creator thought it was very important.




The Biological Section


Perhaps the strangest part of the entire book. These pages show small human figures — mostly women — bathing in green and blue pools connected by an elaborate network of pipes and channels. The figures float, swim, and stand in these strange pools. Some pages show dozens of them. Nobody has the faintest idea what this section represents. A bathing guide? A medical diagram? Something symbolic? It remains one of the most baffling parts of the manuscript.


The Pharmaceutical Section


These pages show what look like jars and containers alongside more plant drawings. This section looks the most like a real medieval reference book — perhaps a collection of recipes for medicines or potions. But without being able to read the text, this is only a guess.


The whole manuscript is beautiful. It is carefully made. It was clearly important to whoever created it. And after six hundred years, we cannot understand a single page of it.


The question that hung over Wilfrid Voynich in 1912 — and that hangs over every researcher who has studied it since — is devastatingly simple.


Is this a real book written in a real language that we simply cannot crack? Or is it the most elaborate hoax in the history of writing?

 

Chapter 4
 The Trail of Owners

 Who owned the manuscript before Voynich — and why did everyone who touched it believe it was genuine?

 When Wilfrid Voynich bought the manuscript in 1912, he found a letter tucked inside the front cover. It was written in Latin, dated 1665, and addressed to a man named Athanasius Kircher — one of the most brilliant scholars in seventeenth-century Europe.


The letter was from Johannes Marcus Marci, a doctor and scientist in Prague. Marci was sending the manuscript to Kircher and asking for his help decoding it. He wrote that the book had previously belonged to Emperor Rudolf II of Bohemia — a man who ruled much of Central Europe and was famous for collecting strange and wonderful things.



 [image: Illustration of an elaborate royal court with a bearded emperor examining a manuscript while surrounded by scholars, alchemists, and curiosities]
 
 Emperor Rudolf II was famous for his "cabinet of curiosities" — a vast collection of strange objects, rare books, and scientific instruments. He reportedly paid 600 gold ducats for the Voynich Manuscript. That is roughly $90,000 in today's money. Why would an emperor pay so much for a book he could not read?
 


According to Marci's letter, Rudolf had paid 600 gold ducats for the manuscript. That was an enormous sum — roughly equivalent to $90,000 today. Rudolf believed the book had been written by the English friar Roger Bacon, a famous thirteenth-century scholar who was known for his interest in codes and secret knowledge.



 Word Unlock

 Roger Bacon
 Roger Bacon was an English Franciscan friar who lived in the 1200s. He was one of the first European scholars to argue that the natural world should be studied through observation and experiment, not just by reading old books. He was interested in optics, alchemy, and secret codes. For centuries, people assumed he wrote the Voynich Manuscript — but radiocarbon dating later proved the manuscript was made at least 150 years after Bacon died.




So by the time Voynich found it, the manuscript already had a remarkable history. An emperor had bought it. A scientist had tried to decode it. A brilliant scholar had been asked for help. And none of them had succeeded.


This history made people believe the manuscript was genuine. After all, why would Rudolf II — a man who employed the best astronomers and scientists in Europe, including the famous Johannes Kepler — pay a fortune for a fake? Why would serious scholars spend years trying to decode nonsense?



 Detective Challenge

 Emperor Rudolf II paid 600 gold ducats for the manuscript — about $90,000 today. He was surrounded by some of the smartest people in Europe. Does the fact that a powerful, well-advised person believed something was real make it more likely to be real? Can you think of other times in history when very clever people were fooled?




But there is a problem with this chain of ownership. We only have Marci's word that Rudolf owned it. We only have Marci's word that it was attributed to Roger Bacon. And Marci himself admitted in his letter that he was passing on information he had heard secondhand.


The trail before Rudolf is completely blank. We do not know who made the manuscript. We do not know where it was made. We do not know who owned it for the first two hundred years of its existence. The earliest we can actually trace it with any certainty is the late 1500s — and even that depends on a single letter.


After Kircher received it, the manuscript disappeared into the Jesuit collections for over two hundred years. It sat in libraries and storage rooms, unread and apparently forgotten, until Voynich stumbled across it in 1912.


By then, the mystery had been sleeping for centuries. Voynich was about to wake it up — and the world would never stop arguing about it.

 

Chapter 5
 The Evidence

 What does the physical evidence actually tell us — and what makes this book so hard to crack?

 Here is what we know for certain about the Voynich Manuscript. Not guesses. Not theories. Facts — tested, measured, and confirmed by modern science.


The vellum was made between 1404 and 1438. Radiocarbon dating at the University of Arizona confirmed this in 2009, and the result has been independently verified. The book is genuinely old. It is not a modern forgery.


The ink is consistent with inks used in medieval Europe. Chemical analysis shows it contains iron gall — the standard ink of the period, made from oak galls and iron salts.


The writing was done with a quill pen. The strokes, pressure marks, and angle of the letters are consistent with someone writing naturally with a feathered quill, not someone slowly drawing characters.



 [image: Close-up illustration of manuscript pages showing detailed script characters, ink texture, and quill pen strokes on aged vellum]
 
 A close look at the Voynich script. The letters flow smoothly, without hesitation marks or corrections. Whoever wrote this was practised and confident. Does this look like someone making up random symbols — or someone writing in a language they knew?
 



 Evidence Card

 The Statistical Pattern

 Computer analysis shows that Voynichese follows patterns remarkably similar to real languages. Words have predictable lengths. Certain characters appear at the beginnings of words far more often than at the ends. Some character combinations are extremely common while others never appear at all. These patterns match what linguists call Zipf's Law — a mathematical rule that applies to every known natural language.

 This is considered the strongest evidence that Voynichese encodes a real language — but it does not prove it. Some artificial systems can also produce Zipf-like patterns.




This statistical evidence is what makes many researchers believe the manuscript is genuine. Random gibberish does not follow these patterns. Someone making up fake text by drawing characters at random would almost certainly produce something that fails Zipf's Law. The Voynich text passes it.



 Detective Challenge

 The Voynich text follows the same mathematical patterns as real languages. But does that prove it IS a real language? Could someone have deliberately created a system that mimics these patterns without actually meaning anything? What would they need to know to do that in the 1400s?




But there is evidence on the other side too. Some things about the text are very unusual — even suspicious.


First, there are almost no corrections. In 240 pages of handwritten text, there are barely any crossed-out words, insertions, or mistakes. That is extremely unusual for a medieval manuscript. Real scribes copying real text make mistakes constantly. The Voynich author appears to have written 240 pages almost perfectly on the first attempt.


Second, the text has very low entropy — a measure of how much information is packed into each character. Real languages have moderate entropy. The Voynich text has unusually low entropy, which means it is more repetitive than most natural languages. This could mean it is a simple code with lots of padding — or it could mean the underlying language has unusual properties.



 Word Unlock

 Entropy
 In information science, entropy measures how unpredictable something is. A coin flip has high entropy — you cannot guess the next result. A clock ticking has very low entropy — you always know what comes next. Language falls somewhere in between. The Voynich text is less unpredictable than most languages, which makes some researchers suspicious.




Third, there are no obvious numbers, proper nouns, or repeated phrases that you would expect in a genuine reference book. A real herbal would name each plant. A real astronomical guide would include numbers for star positions. The Voynich Manuscript appears to have none of these.


The physical evidence says: this is a genuinely old book, written carefully by someone who knew what they were doing. The statistical evidence says: the text behaves like a real language. But the textual evidence says: something about this writing is not quite normal.


The evidence does not agree with itself. And that is exactly why nobody has solved it.

 

Chapter 6
 The Theories

 What are the main explanations for the Voynich Manuscript — and why does each one have a fatal flaw?

 Over the past century, dozens of researchers have proposed explanations for the Voynich Manuscript. They fall into four main theories. Each one has passionate supporters. Each one has a serious problem.


Theory 1: It's a Real Language, Encoded


The most popular theory is that the manuscript was written in a real language — perhaps Latin, Italian, or something else — and then encoded using a cipher. The author had secret knowledge (medical recipes, alchemical formulas, astronomical observations) and encrypted it to keep it safe from the Church or from rivals.


This would explain the statistical patterns, the careful handwriting, and the organised sections. It would explain why someone spent so much time creating the book — the content was valuable and needed protecting.


The problem: every cipher system known from the fifteenth century has been broken. Professional codebreakers have tried every historical encryption method on the Voynich text. None of them work. If this is a cipher, it is one that is more sophisticated than anything else from its era — by a very wide margin.



 Detective Challenge

 If the Voynich Manuscript really does use a cipher from the 1400s, it would be far more advanced than anything else we know existed at that time. Does that make it more likely to be a real cipher — because the inventor was a genius — or less likely — because it seems too good to be true?




Theory 2: It's a Lost or Rare Natural Language


Some researchers believe the text is not encoded at all — it is simply written in a language that has been lost or that very few people ever spoke. Perhaps it was a rare dialect, or a constructed language that a small community used privately.


In 2014, a linguist named Stephen Bax identified what he believed were a few plant names in the text, matching them to known languages from Central Asia. Other researchers have suggested connections to early Romance languages, old Turkish, or even an extinct Mesoamerican language.


The problem: none of these identifications have been confirmed by other experts. Every time someone claims to have decoded a word or phrase, other researchers find equally convincing reasons why the identification is wrong. After more than a century of attempts, not a single word has been decoded to the satisfaction of the broader scholarly community.


Theory 3: It's an Elaborate Hoax


Perhaps the simplest explanation: the manuscript means nothing at all. Someone created an impressive-looking book filled with fake writing and strange illustrations, either to sell to a wealthy collector or to play a very elaborate practical joke.



 [image: Illustration showing three scenes: a scholar encoding text, a foreign writer with unusual script, and a craftsman creating a fake manuscript]
 
 The three main theories: a coded message, an unknown language, or an elaborate hoax. Each theory explains some of the evidence — but none of them explains all of it. Which one do you find most convincing so far?
 


The prime suspect is usually Edward Kelley, a known forger and con artist who lived in Prague in the late 1500s and had connections to Emperor Rudolf's court. Kelley had already been caught forging documents before, and he was exactly the kind of person who might create a fake manuscript to sell for a fortune.


The problem: creating 240 pages of text that passes statistical analysis — without computers or any knowledge of Zipf's Law — would be extraordinarily difficult. The text is too consistent, too patterned, and too complex to be random scribbling. If the Voynich Manuscript is a hoax, its creator was one of the most skilled forgers in human history.



 Case File Extra

 In 2004, a computer scientist named Gordon Rugg demonstrated that a device called a Cardan grille — a card with holes cut in it, placed over a table of syllables — could generate text that looked similar to Voynichese. He argued this proved a medieval hoaxer could have faked the text without modern technology. But critics pointed out that his method did not produce text that matched all of the manuscript's statistical properties. The debate continues.




Theory 4: It's a Constructed Language


A newer theory suggests the manuscript was written in a language that someone deliberately invented — not to deceive, but as a serious intellectual project. Some medieval thinkers experimented with creating "perfect" languages — universal systems of writing that they believed could express ideas more clearly than any natural language.


The problem: no record exists of anyone in the fifteenth century creating a language this complex and using it to write an entire book. And the illustrations — plants, astronomical charts, bathing figures — do not suggest an abstract philosophical project.


Four theories. Four fatal flaws. Each one explains part of the evidence and fails on the rest. The Voynich Manuscript sits at the exact point where all our best explanations break down.

 

Chapter 7
 The Codebreakers

 Who has tried to crack the Voynich Manuscript — and why have the world's best codebreakers all failed?

 After Wilfrid Voynich bought the manuscript, he did something clever. He did not try to decode it himself. Instead, he showed it to the smartest people he could find and asked them to try.


One of the first was William Romaine Newbold, a professor of philosophy at the University of Pennsylvania. In the 1920s, Newbold announced that he had cracked the code. He said the manuscript was written by Roger Bacon and contained descriptions of microscopes, telescopes, and other scientific instruments — centuries before they were officially invented.


The world was thrilled. Front-page news. A six-hundred-year-old mystery, solved.


Except it wasn't. Other scholars examined Newbold's method and found it was deeply flawed. His "decoding" technique was so flexible that it could produce almost any message from almost any text. He had not cracked the code — he had fooled himself into seeing patterns that were not there.



 [image: Illustration of a serious-looking man in military uniform studying manuscript pages at a desk covered with papers, charts, and cryptographic tools]
 
 William Friedman spent decades studying the Voynich Manuscript. He had broken the most complex military codes of World War Two — but the Voynich defeated him. Near the end of his life, he concluded it was probably an early constructed language. Not everyone agrees.
 


But the most famous attempt came from a man who was arguably the greatest codebreaker who ever lived: William Friedman.


Friedman was the head of the US Army's codebreaking unit. During World War Two, he and his team cracked PURPLE — the Japanese military's most secret diplomatic cipher. This was one of the most important intelligence breakthroughs of the entire war. Friedman was a genius at finding patterns in apparent chaos.



 Word Unlock

 PURPLE
 PURPLE was the codename for a cipher machine used by the Japanese government during World War Two. It scrambled diplomatic messages using a complex system of electrical switches. William Friedman's team built a replica of the machine — without ever seeing the original — purely by analysing the patterns in the coded messages. It took eighteen months of intense work and is considered one of the greatest feats in the history of codebreaking.




Friedman first encountered the Voynich Manuscript in the 1940s. He assembled a team of expert cryptanalysts — people who broke codes for a living — and set them to work. They studied it for years. They applied every technique they knew: frequency analysis, pattern matching, statistical testing, substitution methods, transposition methods.


Nothing worked.



 Detective Challenge

 William Friedman broke the PURPLE cipher — one of the hardest codes in history — by building a replica of the machine from patterns alone. But the Voynich Manuscript defeated him. What might be different about the Voynich that makes it harder than a military code designed to be unbreakable?




Friedman returned to the manuscript again and again throughout his life. Near the end, he wrote his personal conclusion on a slip of paper and sealed it in an envelope, to be opened after his death. When researchers opened it in 1970, it read:



 "The Voynich Manuscript was an early attempt to construct an artificial or universal language of the a priori type."
 — William Friedman, sealed note opened 1970



In other words, Friedman believed the manuscript was not a code at all — it was a deliberately invented language. But he could not prove it. And many researchers disagreed.


Since Friedman, the attempts have continued. In the 2010s and 2020s, researchers began using artificial intelligence — feeding the entire text of the manuscript into powerful computers and asking them to find patterns that human eyes might miss. Some AI researchers have claimed breakthroughs. A 2018 study suggested the text might be encoded Hebrew. A 2020 analysis proposed connections to early Romance languages.


But every claim has been challenged. Every "solution" has fallen apart under scrutiny. The manuscript sits in Yale University's Beinecke Rare Book Library today — catalogued as MS 408 — and it remains as unreadable as the day Voynich pulled it from that dusty chest in Italy.


The greatest codebreaker of the twentieth century failed. The most powerful computers of the twenty-first century have failed. Whatever secret the Voynich Manuscript holds, it is still holding it.

 

Chapter 8
 What We Know Now

 After a century of investigation, what has science confirmed — and what is still completely unknown?

 Today, the Voynich Manuscript sits in a climate-controlled vault at Yale University's Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library in New Haven, Connecticut. It is one of the most studied manuscripts in the world. Researchers from dozens of countries have examined it. And here is exactly where we stand.


What Science Has Confirmed


The vellum dates to 1404–1438. The book is genuinely medieval. This eliminates any theory that Wilfrid Voynich himself forged it — the materials are centuries older than he was.


The ink and paint are consistent with medieval materials and techniques. The illustrations were painted using pigments available in fifteenth-century Europe. There is no evidence of modern chemicals, synthetic dyes, or anachronistic materials.


The text was written fluently. The handwriting analysis shows smooth, natural strokes with consistent speed and pressure. This is not someone slowly, carefully drawing unfamiliar characters. This is someone writing in a script they knew well.



 [image: Illustration of a modern university library interior with a glass-enclosed rare book vault, a manuscript visible inside on a display stand]
 
 The Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University, where the Voynich Manuscript is kept today. It is catalogued as MS 408 and can be viewed online — but reading it is another matter entirely.
 


The text follows real linguistic patterns. Zipf's Law holds. Word-length distributions match natural languages. Character frequencies are non-random. Whatever this text is, it is structured — not gibberish.



 Detective Challenge

 We now know the manuscript is genuinely medieval and the text follows real language patterns. Does this mean it must contain real information? Or could a skilled medieval craftsman have created something that looks and feels like a real language without actually meaning anything?




What Remains Unknown


We do not know who wrote it. No author has ever been identified. No similar handwriting has been matched to any known person.


We do not know where it was written. The vellum was made in the early 1400s, but vellum could be stored for decades before being used. The origin could be anywhere in Europe — or beyond.


We do not know what the plants are. Most of the botanical illustrations do not match any known species. Whether this is because they are imaginary, badly drawn, or deliberately disguised remains unknown.


We do not know what the text says. Not a single word has been reliably decoded. After a century of effort by thousands of researchers, the content of the manuscript remains a complete blank.



 Case File Extra

 Yale University has digitised the entire Voynich Manuscript and made it freely available online. Anyone in the world can download high-resolution images of every page. Since the digital version was released, thousands of amateur codebreakers have tried to crack it from their homes — and several claim to have succeeded. So far, none of these claims have survived peer review.




And we do not know why it exists. A genuine reference book? A private journal? A philosophical experiment? A con artist's masterpiece? The purpose of the manuscript is as unknown as its content.


After more than a hundred years of investigation, the Voynich Manuscript has given up almost none of its secrets. The physical evidence tells us when and how it was made. But the central question — what does it say? — remains exactly as unanswerable as it was the day Wilfrid Voynich first opened it in that Italian villa.



 The Case So Far

 
 	The manuscript was made between 1404 and 1438, confirmed by radiocarbon dating.

 	It contains 240 pages of text in an unknown script, with illustrations of unidentifiable plants, astronomical diagrams, and strange bathing scenes.

 	The text follows the statistical patterns of real natural languages — it does not appear to be random.

 	Emperor Rudolf II reportedly paid 600 gold ducats (about $90,000 today) for it in the late 1500s.

 	William Friedman — who cracked the Japanese PURPLE cipher in World War Two — spent decades studying it and failed to decode it.

 	Modern AI and computer analysis have found patterns but decoded nothing.

 	Four main theories exist: encoded real language, unknown natural language, elaborate hoax, or constructed language. None fully explains all the evidence.

 

 Now it's your turn. What do you think the Voynich Manuscript is?



 

Chapter 9
 Think Like a Detective

 Now that you know everything — what do you think the Voynich Manuscript really is?

 You have now read the same evidence that has puzzled the world's greatest minds for over a century. You know what the manuscript looks like, how old it is, what science has found, and what theories have been proposed. You know more about this mystery than most adults on the planet.


So let's think like a detective.


A good detective does not start with a theory and then look for evidence to support it. A good detective starts with the evidence and asks: what does this actually prove?



 [image: Illustration of a detective's desk with manuscript pages pinned to a board, magnifying glass, notes, and string connecting clues]
 
 Time to lay out all the evidence. What connections do you see? What questions still bother you? A good detective pays attention to the things that don't quite fit.
 


Here is what the evidence actually proves:


The book is old. Radiocarbon dating is reliable science. The vellum was made in the early 1400s. This is not a modern forgery.


The writing is fluent. The handwriting analysis shows someone writing naturally and confidently. They were not hesitating or copying something unfamiliar.


The text has structure. It follows mathematical patterns found in real languages. It is not random.


Nobody has decoded it. Despite a century of effort by the best codebreakers and computers in the world, not a single word has been reliably translated.



 Detective Challenge

 Here is the hardest question in this entire mystery. If the manuscript is a real language that nobody can read — why has nobody cracked it in over a hundred years, when every other code from this period has been broken? And if it is a hoax — how did someone in the 1400s create 240 pages of fake text that fools modern computers? Pick one side and make your argument.




Now consider the things that do not fit neatly into any theory:


If it is a coded real language, why are there almost no corrections in 240 pages? Even the best scribes make mistakes.


If it is a hoax, why did the creator go to the extraordinary effort of making the text follow real language patterns — something they could not have known about, since Zipf's Law was not discovered until 1935?


If it is a natural but lost language, why have linguists found no definitive matches to any known language family?


If it is a constructed language, why does the rest of the book — the plant drawings, the astronomical charts, the bathing scenes — look like a practical reference book, not a linguistic experiment?



 Evidence Card

 The Lack of Corrections

 In 240 pages of handwritten text, there are almost no crossings-out, insertions, or corrections. Medieval manuscripts typically contain frequent corrections — scribes were human, and copying text by hand is error-prone. The near-perfect execution of the Voynich text is highly unusual.

 This could mean the author was extraordinarily skilled — or that they were writing something that did not need to be "correct" because it did not mean anything. The evidence supports both interpretations.




Every theory explains some of the evidence. No theory explains all of it. And that is what makes this the greatest unsolved puzzle in the history of writing.


You have the same evidence the researchers have. You have read about the same tests, the same theories, the same failures. The difference is that you are looking at it with fresh eyes — eyes that have not spent years committed to one theory or another.


Sometimes the person who solves a mystery is not the expert with the most knowledge. Sometimes it is the person who asks the right question — the question nobody else thought to ask.



 The Case Is Yours

 You've read the evidence. You've heard the theories. You've seen what the world's greatest codebreakers could not crack. Now it's your turn.

 Is the Voynich Manuscript a real message in a code we haven't broken yet — or the most brilliant hoax ever created? And if it is real, why has nobody in six hundred years been able to read a single word?



 

About This Book

 The Book Nobody Can Read is a narrative non-fiction book for young readers ages 8–12. All events, dates, and people are real. The story is told in a way that makes history exciting while teaching critical thinking.

 ***

 This book is part of HistorIQly Jr. — history's greatest mysteries, written for curious young detectives.

 Visit jr.historiqly.com for more books.

 • • •
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