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The Registration of Marriage of Ethel and Wilfrid Voynich1

 

The Voyniches were married on September 6, 1902, a Saturday, in the Register 
Office of the Civil Parish of St. Giles, South Bloomsbury, close to where they had been 
living as man and wife (see The Voyniches in the 1901 Census of England and Wales). The 
entry into the register of their marriage is filled out in one hand – probably that of the 
Registrar, Emanuel A. Newbery. Neither Wilfrid nor Ethel signed it. Voynich’s father’s name
is listed as “Leonard Antoni Fulgenci[illegible] Habdank-Wojnicz” and his profession as 
“Barrister.” Ethel’s father’s name is listed as “George Boole (deceased)” and his profession 
as “Professor of mathematics.”

The document raises numerous questions. For one, Ethel is named on it as “Ethel 
Lilian Voynich,” Wilfrid as “Wilfrid Michael Habdank-Woynicz.” What did the Registrar 
make of the similarity of their two last names? Particularly since Ethel’s father’s name was 
given on the document as “Boole.” 

Why is Ethel’s residence listed on this certificate as “Moss Lane,  Pinner”? Moss 
Lane, Pinner was the address of Frederick Reilly, one of the referees on Voynich’s 
naturalization papers (see The Naturalization Papers of Wilfrid Voynich). Did Ethel assume 

1 JPEG courtesy of Gerry Kennedy. 
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Reilly’s address in order to look respectable? Did Reilly know she had done so? Or was she 
really living in Pinner at the time? 

Voynich’s profession is listed on the certificate as “analytical chemist.” Why? By 
September 1902 he had been running his bookshop in Soho for years and doing very well at 
it. Furthermore, in the Census of 1901 (see above) he was listed as bookseller and 
bibliographer. Voynich did have a degree in pharmacy from the University of Moscow (see 
The Voynich "Coat of Arms" and Michael Voynich's Flight from Siberia), but we have no 
evidence that he ever practiced as a chemist in the U.K. 

There is some reason to think the Voyniches were married as early as 1892. On 
August 28, 1892 Wilfrid wrote his friend Lazar Goldenberg in New York that he had just 
gotten married and had taken the pseudonym “Wilfrid Voynich.” 2 (Goldenberg had known 
Voynich in London as “Ivan Kelchevsky.”) In issues of Free Russia of 1892 and thereafter 
Ethel is listed on the masthead, among members of the General Committee of the Friends 
of Russian Freedom, as “Mrs. Wilfrid Voynich.” In the 1890s Ethel brought out a number 
of books, including The Gadfly in 1897, under the name E.L. Voynich. Olive Garnett’s3 
diaries of 1893-95 (parts of which were edited by Barry C. Johnson and published in two 
volumes, Tea and Anarchy! and Olive & Stepniak4), mention Ethel a number of times, always as
“Mrs. Voynich” and give no hint of scandal. Ethel’s mother and such sisters as got married 
seem to have been conventionally married. Was Ethel different? 

On the other hand, no record of any earlier marriage has turned up. Besides, if the 
Voyniches had been officially married before, why would they marry again? Since Ethel had 
an anticlerical streak in her as shown in The Gadfly, she might on principle have been against 
religious marriage at least, perhaps against civil as well. So in the summer of 1892 Ethel and 
Wilfrid may simply have declared themselves man and wife and begun living together. 

If Ethel or Wilfrid objected to conventional marriage why then did they marry in 
1902? In 1904 Voynich became a British national. Did the Voyniches believe an official 
record of marriage would strengthen his case in applying for citizenship? Or fear that if the 
authorities found out they were not legally married it would compromise his chances? 

2 Taratuta, Yevgenia, Etel’ Lilian Voynich, Sud’ba Picatela i Sud’ba Knigi, Khudozhestvennaya 
Literatura, Moscow, 1964, p. 90. 
3 Olive was the daughter of Richard Garnett, Keeper of Printed Books at the British 
Museum, and sister-in-law of Constance Garnett, the translator of Russian literary classics. 
4 Bartlett’s Press, Birmingham, 1989 and 1993, respectively. 
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