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The cover illustration of three sets of images each of New World plants, animals,

and Mexican volcanos provide evidence that the Voynich Codex is a post-

Columbian Mexican manuscript.

jaguarundi La Malinche volcano
prickly pear cactus + agave ocelot Pico de Orizaba cauldron
sunflower armadillo Popocatepetl volcano
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Foreword

The Voynich Codex is a mysterious, bizarre hand-written manuscript discovered by
the book dealer Wilfrid Voynich in 1912. Its unique symbols and text have defied
translation attempts by world-eminent cryptologists. The Codex is encyclopedic in
scope and includes approximately 359 images of plants or plant parts, making it
primarily an illustrated herbal, a book that combines traditional plant lore and
medicinal properties. But it is much more than that. The Voynich Codex also depicts
more than 500 nymphs, mostly nude, cavorting in pools with weird plumbing. There
are strange magic circles, including ones with zodiac, astronomical, and cosmologi-
cal depictions. The codex includes a large foldout section with kabbalah-like images
that may be interpreted as a map. Many of its pages appear to be medical recipes,
poetry, or incantations. The Voynich Codex has captured the imaginations of many,
but all have failed to make sense of it.

This volume summarizes the collaborative attempts of a botanist and emeritus
herbarium director at Delaware State University, Arthur O. Tucker, and a horticul-
turist at Purdue University, Jules Janick, to unravel the Codex from a new perspec-
tive. We believe that previous attempts to get to grips with the Voynich Codex have
taken a wrong approach because they have erred on its origins in time and place,
relying upon interpretations rather than the hard evidence. Furthermore, no one pre-
viously has been able to make sense of its many parts. No one has been successful
in deciphering the codex, which holds its secrets. Although we have not fully suc-
ceeded, progress has been made.

The collaboration led to an invited seminar by Tucker at Purdue University in
2014 and a coauthored presentation by Janick at the annual meeting of the American
Society for Horticultural Science in 2015. A coauthored joint paper expanding plant
identifications appeared in 2016. Finally, a symposium entitled Mysteries of the
Voynich Codex: A Meso-American Herbal, organized by Janick and Tucker, was
held in Atlanta in 2016. The symposium abstract caught the attention of Kenneth
Teng, a Springer editor, and this volume is the result of those encounters.

The origins of our collaboration are revealing. We first met in 1990. Later in
2007, Janick invited Tucker to speak at a horticultural congress in Indianapolis con-
cerning herbs, for which Tucker is a recognized expert. Tucker became interested in

ix
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the Voynich Codex in June 2012, when he located a reference to it that coincided
with a long interest in Latin American herbs and sixteenth century codices from
New Spain. He was amazed at the large number of New World species in the Voynich
Codex and incorrect identifications by nonbotanists. He sought out collaboration
with Rexford H. Talbert, another herb expert and information technologist, formerly
at NASA. This resulted in a manuscript entitled A Preliminary Analysis of the
Botany, Zoology, and Mineralogy of the Voynich Manuscript, based on the identifi-
cation of 37 plants, seven animals, and the mineral boleite, all indigenous to the
New World. The manuscript was submitted in December 2012 to HerbalGram, a
refereed journal of the American Botanical Council, and was published in 2013. It
confirmed a 1944 paper by botanist Hugh O’Neill, which noted that the Voynich
Codex contained New World plants and must have been written post-Columbus.
Furthermore, the Voynichese symbols were decoded into an alphabet based on
names attached to some of the plants in the Pharmaceutical section, providing the
Rosetta Stone of the elusive codex.

The paper was generally treated with hostility by many members of the Voynich
internet community, but received congratulations from academics. It proved a rev-
elation to Janick, who had had minor contact with the Voynich Codex, first from a
graduate student, Angela Catalina Ghionea, who was seeking advice for her doc-
toral thesis on magic and science, and later by Professor Lincoln Taiz, who submit-
ted a manuscript on Voynich to Janick, who served as science editor for Chronica
Horticulturae. Tucker’s HerbalGram paper was immediately grasped by Janick as
a breakthrough and a collaboration was formed that later included Fernando
Moreira, a Canadian linguist, and Elizabeth A. Flaherty, a wildlife zoologist at
Purdue University. The present book is based on this collaboration.

Janick worked on iconographic analysis of the Voynich Codex, and a key finding
was achieved when a single foldout page (folio 86v), made up of six sheets, was
identified as inspired by kabbalah. It was brought to the attention of Thomas Ryba,
a philosophy professor at Purdue University and a theologian at Purdue’s St. Thomas
Aquinas Catholic Center, who confirmed the kabbalah similarity and suggested that
it might be a map. Tucker made the inspired leap that the map was associated with
the Celestial City of Jerusalem (Angelopolis), in the present-day state of Puebla,
Mexico. The city was founded in 1530 by Toribio de Benavente (known as
Motolinia), one of the famous Twelve Apostles, Franciscan missionaries who
arrived in Mexico in 1524 upon the recommendation of Herndn Cortés after the
Aztec conquest. This information put the Codex into context in time and space. It
gave a potential earliest date to the Codex (1530) and suggested that it must have
been written before 1571, the date the Inquisition was formally introduced into New
Spain, when it would have been dangerous to put any kabbalah images in a manu-
script. This also confirmed that there was a Franciscan connection to the Voynich
Codex, as follows:

1. The Franciscan order had created El Colegio de Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco (in
present-day Mexico City; also called Colegio de Santa Cruz) for the sons of
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Nahua (Aztec) nobility, and we believe that the author of the Voynich Codex
must have been associated with that institution.
2. The Franciscans had been supporters of the kabbalah in Spain and could explain
this allusion in the codex.
. Motolinia was a Franciscan friar.
4. Finally, Bernardino de Sahagun, the great chronicler of Aztec culture, was a
Franciscan and at one time a professor and dean at the Colegio de Santa Cruz.

(O8]

With this discovery, a general hypothesis could be created. The author/artist of
the Voynich Codex must have been associated with the Colegio de Santa Cruz and
brought up with Spanish, Western, and Aztec sensibilities (both transcultural and
syncretic). As a result, we re-examined the codex through the lens of this hypothe-
sis. Parts of the Codex began to confirm and reinforce our assumptions. For exam-
ple, the decipherment of the Voynichese symbols (or alphabet) allowed the
decipherment of a variant of the name of the city Huejotzingo, written on a drawing
of the convent-fortress in circle 2 of folio 86v. The zodiac clearly showed an amal-
gamation of Aztec and Western sensibility, with the replacement of many of the
traditional signs with animals native to the New World. The nymphs could be
explained as part of the bathing ceremonies of the Aztecs. The many medicinal
plants and bathing facilities for concubines were clearly compatible with the gar-
dens at the palace of Nezahualcoyotl as well. Furthermore, folio 86v distinctly
showed three volcanoes, which were major landmarks of central Mexico. The pres-
ence of the star cluster universally recognized as the Pleiades fitted our hypothesis,
as this star cluster was a vital part of Aztec cosmology, and its 52-year cycle was an
essential component of Aztec culture and theology associated with the New Fire
ceremony.

We found our hypothesis to be reinforced by events that had occurred at the
Colegio de Santa Cruz. Many students and staff, such as Bernardino de Sahagtin,
had become renowned, including Martinus (or Martin) de la Cruz, a Nahua staff
physician, and Juannes Badianus (or Juan Badiano), a Nahua teacher of Latin, who
collaborated on an illustrated Aztec herbal (now known as the Codex Cruz-
Badianus), written in Latin in 1552. Others included the indigenous writer Pedro de
San Buenaventura, the historian Juan Bautista de Pomar, great grandson of
Nezahualcoyotl, and Gaspar de Torres, master of students at Colegio de Santa Cruz
from 1568 to 1572, highly educated as a physician and lawyer, a supporter of Indian
rights, and governor of Cuba in 1580. In addition, Torres’ name and the ligated ini-
tials of Juan Gerson, an indigenous artist (t/acuilo), were embedded in the first
botanical image (folio 1v) of the codex, which suggested that Torres might have
been its author and Gerson its illustrator.

Aside from the hard evidence of plant, animal, and mineral identifications, we
are fully aware that many of our individual assertions are speculative, but we believe
that they are plausible. We continually find associations that provide evidence for
the hypothesis of an origin in sixteenth century New Spain. We both admit to aca-
demic deficiencies in linguistics and astronomy. Scholars in these fields are needed
to complete the picture and we are frustrated at our inability to persuade them to join
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our quest. We hope that this book will encourage a community of scholars to com-
plete the task of translating the Codex, which, in the final analysis, holds the key. We
are convinced that this would be crucial to a fuller understanding of post-colonial
Aztec history because this codex comes to us unfiltered by Spanish or Inquisitorial
censors. Although we have found evidence to support our hypothesis, we remain
open-minded scientists, and look forward to data to prove, disprove, or expand our
understanding of the Voynich Codex.

West Lafayette, IN, USA Jules Janick
Dover, DE, USA Arthur O. Tucker
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Chapter 1

Origin and Provenance of the Voynich
Codex

Arthur O. Tucker and Jules Janick

Origins

In 1912, an unnamed manuscript was purchased from a Jesuit college in Italy by
Polish book dealer Wilfrid Voynich (1865-1930). As it is properly a codex, we call
it the Voynich Codex. Wilfrid Voynich brought it to the USA in 1914 and attempted
sell it — albeit unsuccessfully. At one time the codex was in the court of Holy Roman
Emperor Rudolf II (1552-1612), who was a great collector of books and art for his
Kunstkammer, or cabinet of wonders.

The origins of the Voynich Codex remain mysterious, and current dogma has
been that it is a fifteenth century European manuscript as it was found in Italy and
the vellum has been dated to ca. 1425. A strong indication that the codex must have
been written after 1492 was based on the identification of a sunflower and capsicum
peppers by Hugh O’Neill in 1944 (discussed in detail in Chap. 4). But this evidence
was not accepted by most Voynich researchers, who were fixated on the hypothesis
that the codex might be an Old World document. This assumption was accepted
despite botanical evidence to the contrary and still persists (Clemens 2016).
However, there were a few iconoclasts who suggested or promoted a New World
origin of the Voynich Codex.

The Mexican Connection

The first mention of a New World origin for the Voynich Codex that we could dis-
cover was by Jacques B.M. Guy of the Telstra Research Laboratories in Clayton,
Australia. In a Letter to the Editor of Cryprologia (1991b), entitled Voynich

The original version of this chapter was revised. The correction to this chapter is available at
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Revisited, the sunflower and capsicum identifications are provided (without a cita-
tion or mention of Hugh O’Neill) as evidence that the codex postdated the encounter
of America by Christopher Columbus, the Italian explorer and navigator. Jacques
B.M. Guy states that a botanist colleague “soon identified a passionfruit, followed
by a few native Australian plants ... not a single European plant, and all the rest
unknown or fantastic.” He concludes that the Voynich Manuscript “is authentic” and
then mentions that the plants in the 1552 Aztec Badanius [sic] Herbal also are
unrecognizable, quoting Blunt and Raphael (1979). However, they are recognizable
and were identified by Emmart (1940). Jacques B.M. Guy posits the query: “Is then
the Voynich manuscript a treatise written in Nahuatl by a Mexican (Aztec, Totonac
or other convert) who had been taught some Latin?” He then hedges his supposition
and ends his letter as follows: “but I would be very surprised, very surprised indeed
if it turned out to be written in Nahuatl. Still it was a tempting thought, wasn’t it?”

The next mention of a Mexican connection was the online reports/blogs of James
C. Comegys, a seventh- and eighth-grade science teacher at Martin Luther King, Jr.
Middle School in Madera, California. James C. Comegys, who has a Master of Arts
degree in linguistics, investigated the Mexican origin of the Voynich Codex in collabo-
ration with his twin brother, John D. Comegys. These blogs are no longer on the
internet and have not been read by us. However, there is evidence in the title of a 1999
oral presentation, The congruence of Nahuatl grammar with Voynichese by James
C. Comegys and John D. Comegys, delivered at the Annual Central California
Research Symposium at Fresno State University. In addition, James C. Comegys is
listed as the author of a document entitled Keys for the Voynich Scholar: Necessary
Clues for the Decipherment and Reading of the World’s Most Mysterious Manuscript
Which is a Medical Text in Nahuatl Attributable to Francisco Herndndez and his Aztec
Ticiti [sic] Collaborators, dated 31 May 2001. One copy of this document is filed in a
remote Library of Congress warehouse in Maryland and is impossible to access it
unless you are a US federal employee. This unusual document consisting of 104 typed
pages reads like a personal journal and contains a number of abstracts and unpub-
lished manuscripts without an index. The following statement is found on page iii:
“Unmistakable evidence within the Voynich Manuscript places its origin in Mexico;
hieroglyphs, plants, architecture, etc. Moreover the evidence is consistent with the
themes and methods of Francisco Herndndez Expedition to New Spain in 1570. The
best evidence that the Voynich is Mexican however is in grammar, syntax, lexicon and
orthography of the document itself.” We admit to difficulties in understanding the
document’s linguistic evidence, as explained in Chap. 11. The Voynichese symbols
were deciphered and some plants were identified by names, but we remain skeptical
about the following: peanut, maguey, Spanish lavender, micaxihuatol, cacao tree,
cacao flower, and maize. The phytomorph on page 25 (folio 25v) is identified as poin-
settia based on a sketch of a “little dragon breathing fire, making obvious the specula-
tion that the plant is bright red in color.” The plant, which is vegetative, remains
unidentified by us, but the “little dragon” has been identified as the Mexican horned
lizard (Phynosoma taurus), as explained in Chap. 6. James C. Comegys makes four
references to Jacques B.M. Guy and mentions that they were in correspondence.

A third reference to the Mexican origin of the Voynich Codex was published in
HerbalGram, a peer-reviewed journal, by Arthur O. Tucker and Rexford H. Talbert,
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submitted in December 2012 and published in 2013, the major evidence being that
37 plants, one mineral, and most animals were indigenous to the New World.
This book greatly extends this hypothesis and provides additional evidence based
on iconographic analysis. This hypothesis was supported by two subsequently pub-
lished papers, one on botanical identification (Tucker and Janick 2016, see Chap. 4),
and another on the presumed illustrator and authorship of the Voynich Codex (Janick
and Tucker 2017, see Chap. 15).

Finally, an unpublished manuscript by John D. Comegys appeared in 2014
(copyright 2013) entitled The Voynich Manuscript: Aztec Herbal from New Spain.
This manuscript concluded a Mesoamerican origin for the Voynich Codex based on
its artwork and Voynichese script. John D. Comegys presents evidence that the
codex is written in a form of humanist hand known as courtesan script, the national
script of Spain in the sixteenth century, and that the artwork in the botanical draw-
ings is Mesoamerican in style or heritage, including Aztec glyphs and root forms.
The language is presumed to be a combination of Nahuatl and Spanish.

Literature

The origin and provenance of the Voynich Codex remain mysterious and tortuous.
The literature is widespread and includes a huge web presence, several books, and
afew scholarly articles. These are listed chronologically with comments in Table 1.1.
A history of the codex can be found in Brumbaugh (1978), D’Imperio (1978a),
Kennedy and Churchill (2006), and Kircher and Becker (2012), and there is a
detailed chronology by Zandbergen (2016, 2017), with many dates based on his
discoveries. We are convinced from botanical and zoological evidence (not analy-
ses) that the Voynich Codex is a sixteenth century New World document from New
Spain and the subject of its origins is in large part the focus of this book. Any manu-
script that contains a sunflower and an armadillo cannot be a pre-Columbian Old
World manuscript, and we are amazed that the many people involved in this work
have not embraced this simple fact. However, the path of the document from Mexico
to Europe needs to be explained. The symbols were partially decoded (Tucker and
Talbert 2013), and various plants, animals, a mineral, and cities were deciphered.
Various cognates with Mexican languages have been found. However, (alas) we
have been unable to decipher most of the text, which we believe to be a mixed syn-
thetic language or Nahuatl lingua franca rather than a cipher. Our hypotheses on the
Voynich Codex are in large part based on the evidence of botanical, zoological,
mineralogical, and geographic identification, supplemented by historical, icono-
graphic, and biographical correlates.

Two works summarizing the Voynich Codex were found to be informative, fair,
and balanced: The Voynich Manuscript: An Elegant Enigma, by D’Imperio
(1978a/1979), and The Voynich Manuscript: The Mysterious Code That has Defied
Interpretation for Centuries, by Kennedy and Churchill (2006). There have been
three recent facsimile editions: The Voynich Manuscript: A facsimile of the complete
work, published by the Palatino Press (2016); The Voynich Manuscript, edited by
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