A primary source, being a first hand account of information taken at the time of the information being recorded, is an extremally valuable source to historians as they can provide a window into events they haven’t experienced and the context around it. While the contents of these sources can provide the most explicit of information to historians, there is also a vast amount of knowledge that can be drawn not from explicit text in a primary source, but from everything else, like their materiality, their image, their context amongst other sources and the times they were created, and many others. Oftentimes, the explicit information provided through text and the inferred, decoded, or discovered information through text, context, materiality, and other means, work together to make the source more reliable overall and utilisable for many different avenues of research. The Voynich Manuscript is a manuscript from the 15th century written in a script that no one can read, so the only information we can get about it must extracted from the non-explicit elements previously mentioned. But is any of this information reliable, and what can it be used to tell historians?
The unknown script the Voynich Manuscript is written in has been dubbed ‘Voynichese’, after Wilfred Michael Voynich, who discovered the manuscript and brought it into public attention in 1912. Although the fact that there has been no successful decryption in the 112 years since it was officially found, many people believe it to be a hoax possibly even made by Voynich himself, but due to identifiable linguistic elements that imply it isn’t just gibberish, theories of it possibly being a phonemic transcription of an unwritten medieval language have become popular [1].
Despite not being able to read the manuscript, it has generally been agreed that it is likely a series of recipes and descriptions of herbal remedies and rituals concerning women’s health. There are six distinct sections of the manuscript, the longest of which is the ‘herbal’ section, that spans about half of the overall manuscript and is defined by illustrations of plants. The second is the ‘astrological’ section, which has astrological and zodiac charts and diagrams, the third is ‘balneological’ and contains illustrations of naked women often bathing in water, the forth is ‘cosmological’ and resembles the ‘astrological’ section but with more obscure diagrams, the fifth section is ‘pharmaceutical’ and has illustrations of medical bottles and roots of plants, the last section is ‘stars’ and has no illustrations except stars in the margins and is pure text [2].
Though there have been many theories as to who wrote the Voynich manuscript, there hasn’t been any real conclusion. Based off of differing linguistic styles and handwriting, there appears to be 5 scribes using two different dialects, scribe 1 using dialect A, scribes 2, 3, 4, & 5 using dialect B [1]. The parchment has been determined to be relatively pricy, and the author must have had knowledge of herbs and other herbal manuscripts, but the paint is cheap and the overall manuscript hasn’t been prepared with much care. This implies that the author may have been someone with minimal education and little money who had a patron of some sort who possibly supported their research [8]. The purpose of this text therefore could have been some sort of experimental medicinal proposition.
The parchment of the manuscript has been radio carbon dated to between 1404 and 1448 with 95% accuracy [3] and the ink and pigments used in the manuscript have been identified as medieval recipes [1]. The most accurate way to describe the probable origins of the Voynich manuscript would be ‘Alpine’, referring to the eight countries around the Apls mountains, which are Italy, France, Austria, Switzerland, Liechtenstein, Germany, Slovenia, and Monaco [6]. The most striking evidence of the Voynich manuscript’s origins is in its illustrations and page layouts. In the ‘Rosettes pages’, which is a series of fold out pages, there is an illustration of a castle with Ghibelline crenelations, a fashion of architecture largely found in Northern Italy and other manuscripts with castle illustrations with similar crenelations usually come from Northen Italy too.
Primary source evaluation.
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Figure 1. Illustration from the 'rosettes page' of the Voynich Manuscript
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Figure 2. Photo of Castello di Villalta in Fagagna, Italy
Although German manuscripts only have castle illustrations featuring Guelph crenelations, there are other Germanic elements throughout the Voynich manuscript. The illustration of Sagittarius in the Zodiac section depicts a human with a crossbow, which contradicts the usual depiction of a centaur with a bow and arrow. However, there have been German manuscripts from the 15th century and a grave of a German warrior that portrays Sagittarius similarly, which alludes to at least some 15th century Germanic origins. The last section, which is mostly text, is made up of Voynichese combined with Latin and German.
In the ‘herbal’ section of the manuscript, the format of the illustrations is reminiscent of other manuscripts from the 3rd to 13th century with a focus on herbs, where illustrations were copied from manuscript to manuscript. However, the Voynich manuscript has illustrations that are unique, not copied from another manuscript or copied into another manuscript, which is a trend seen in other manuscripts from the 15th century with original and more detailed illustrations, a tradition that exists in two branches: ‘Livre des simples M dicines’ from France, and ‘Tractatus de Herbis’ from Northen Italy. Sergio Toresella, an expert on herbal manuscripts, observed some similarities between the Voynich manuscript and alchemic herbal manuscripts that mainly existed in Northern Italy in the late 14th to early 16th century. This is evidence that cements the idea that the manuscript, or at least the author or authors of the manuscript, had origins in Northern Italy, and it was written during the 14th century, as the carbon dating confirms the parchment is from [4][7].
There isn’t much that historians can use the Voynich manuscript for to gain information about the time that it was written, only confirm information about it based on other contextual information. However, the Voynich manuscript demonstrates the sheer level of knowledge it is possible to draw out of a source even when one can not read it, and stands as a solid proof of concept for possible future sources that need implicit information to be extrapolated and inferred in order to be understood and how possible it is, and a strong case for the necessity of interdisciplinary teamwork between historians and disciplinaries like linguistics and archaeologists. The Voynich manuscript may never be translated and historians might never learn anything further from it, but that doesn’t make it useless or unimportant, or no less interesting, but it serves as an inspiration for new angles and creative ways of examining a source in the future.
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