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f I VHE SIXTH TAPESTRY in the series The Hunt
of the Unicorn shows the slain unicorn being
brought to a castle and presented there to

the castles lord and lady (Figure 1). James J. Rori-

mer saw in this lord’s face a likeness to Louis XII,

King of France.! Even though this identification has

been challenged, the presentation of the killed uni-

corn to a lordly personage is clear. It is a motif de-
rived from a classical source, the zoological compen-
dium De natura animalium by Claudius Aelianus {ca.

A.D. 170—a. 250). There the unicorn is described as

an animal living in inaccessible mountain regions of

India, and it is said that “the young ones are some-

times taken to the king to be exhibited in contests

on days of festival, because of their strength, but no
one remembers the capture of a single specimen of
mature age.”? From this it can be inferred that fully
grown unicorns have to be killed when hunted, be-
cause they cannot be captured alive;? the Unicorn in

Captivity tapestry of the set (Figure 2) might then

represent a umcorn taken as a foal and grown to

maturity in some fairy-tale king’s myth-haunted
zoological garden.

Rare and strange beasts were considered worthy
presents in the diplomatic gift exchanges between
princes of virtually every period. Among the best-
known examples are the elephant sent to Charle-
magne by Harun al-Rashid;* the three leopards that
Emperor Frederick 11, stupor mund:, presented to his
brother-in-law, King Henry III of England, “in
honor of his noble coat-of-arms,” in a most elegant
heraldic gesture;® and the rhinoceros King Manuel
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of Portugal had received from the king of Cam-
bodia and forwarded to the pope. Although that
luckless creature drowned in a shipwreck on its way
to Rome, it became immortalized by Diirer's wood-
cut (Figure g).8

It is interesting to see that while Aelianus men-
tions the unicorn as well as the rhinoceros, he de-
scribes only the unicorn at any length (evidenty
without realizing that he is acrually talking about the
rhinoceros).” He considers a detailed description of
the rhinoceros unnecessary, because that animal was
quite familtar to Greeks and Romans, precisely
from the animal fights staged in the Circus as “con-
tests on days of festival.” By contrast, in Diirer’s time
everybody was familiar with the unicorn, which by
then graced innumerable armorial shields, but it
was a sensational event when the public became
reacquainted with the rhinoceros.

The custom of one rulers presenting another
with animals not found in the recipients country
can be traced nearly to the beginning of recorded
history. One of these early gifts was given to Tiglath-
Pileser I, king of Assyria, himself a great hunter
who not only slaughtered all sorts of wildlife, but
also brought the live young of elephants and “wild
oxen” (probably the now extinct aurochs, or urus
[Bos primigenius]) to his menagerie at his city of As-
sur. About 1100 B.c. the Egyptian pharaoh sent
Tiglath-Pileser a large crocodile and a hippopota-
mus as exotic additions to his collection.®

One of the most baffling examples of an animal
that, brought to a king's court, was realistically por-
trayed but remained unidentified for more than two
thousand years, is in the relief friezes at the palace
of Persepolis. They depict tribute bearers from ail
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Figure 1. The Unicorn is Killed and Brought to the Castle, tapestry, Franco-Flemish, ca. 1500. The Metropolitan Museum of Art,

Gift of John D. Rackefeller, 1997, 47.80.6

the lands subject to the Great King presenting their
gifts to Xerxes the Great (ca. 470 8.c.).* Among
these gifts is an animal that has been described as a
“short-necked giraffe,” led on a leash by three men
of clearly negroid type (Figure 4). This relief is on
the stepped wings of the stairway, and the artist
made clever use of the diminished available space
by showing these three negroids as shorter by a
head than the Persian court official ushering them
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in. This is not likely to be an instance of the artistic
convention of indicating social status by size, but
a realistic attempt to portray Pygmies. Pygmies,
though already known to the Egyptians of the Fifth
Dynasty and to Homer, were considered just an-
other fable until their rediscavery in the second half
of the nineteenth century.'® Some Pygmy groups
live beyond the headwaters of the Nile—exactly
where Homer places them—roaming the Ituri For-



est, which is also the habitat of the okapi, a short-
necked relative of the giraffe, “discovered” only as
late as igo1."!

On the other hand, if only a description is avail-
able of a beast of legend instead of a picture, which
after all says more than a thousand words, it is often
very difficult to find the real animal hiding behind
an apparently precise word image. This is the case
with the mysterious animal that wends its elusive
way through the enchanted forests of King Arthur's
realm, the Beste Glatysaunt, or Questing Beast. Sir
Thomas Malory, in his Le Morte d’Arthur (finished by
1470, published by Caxton, 1485), describes this
marvel as having “in shap a hede lyke a serpents
hede, and a body lyke a lybard, buttocks lyke a lyon,
and foted lyke an herte.” If the “serpents hede” is
meant to include a long, swaying neck, if the “body
lyke a lybard” indicates a spotted hide, and the “but-
tocks lyke a lyon” means relatively narrow hind-
quarters with a tufted tail, then, adding the slender
legs and cloven hooves of a hart, we rather surpris-
ingly have the image of a giraffe! The exotic nature

of the Questing Beast is indicated by the tradition
that it was pursued as an adventurous quest, pre-
sumably to deliver it to King Arthur's court at Cam-
elot, by the Saracen knight Sir Palomydes, the son
of the king of Babylon, who also bore it as charge
on his shield and horse trappings.'

Medieval heraldry abounds with strange beasts.
Thus, among the “royal beastes” set up by Henry
VIII to Aank the bridge of Hampton Court is the
yale, a “minor monster” that has long been sus-
pected of being a garbled rendering of a real ani-
mal.!® Pliny and the bestiaries describe it as being as
big as a horse, black in color, and having the tail of
an elephant and the jowls of a boar.’* Its outstand-
ing feature is that its horns are not fixed but can be
swiveled forward and back at will, so that, in a fight,
“if it hurts the tip of one with any blow, the sharp-
ness of the other one can take its place” It has heen
suggested that the real animal that served as the
model for the yale was a species of African antelope,
such as the gnu or wildebeest. However, it seems
more likely that Pliny's yale was based on misinter-
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Figure 3. Albrecht Ditrer, Rhinoceros, woodeut, German,
1515. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund,
1922, 22.10.8

Figure 2. The Unicorn in Captivity, tapestry, Franco-Flemish, -
ca. 1500. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of John D.
Rackefeller, 1957, 37.80.6
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Figure 4. Tribute-bearing Pygmies leading an okapi, relief at the great stairway of the palace of Persepolis, Persian, ca. 470
B.C. (photo: from E. Schmidt, Persepalis 1: Structures, Reliefs, Inscriptions, pl. 49)
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Figure 5. African black rhinoceroses, one with a braken
horn (photo: Russell B. Aitken)
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Figure 6. Heraldic yale,
supporter of the arms of
John, Duke of Bedford
{d. 1435) (drawing after
London)
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preted reports about African double-horned rhi-
noceroses. A vague description of how the two
horns are placed, one behind the other, might have
suggested the notion that the rear horn could take
the place of the one in front in case of damage (Fig-
ure 5).15

On the other hand, the heraldic yale had a defi-
nitely deerlike shape when it appeared in the early
fifteenth century (Figure 6). Therefore, it may have
had as its model an exotic deer, possibly the Pére
David's deer, which has a set of peculiarly double-
forked antlers pointing forward as well as backward
(Figure 7). These deer once lived in swampy forests
in the northern parts of China, but lost their habitat
and became extinct in the wild after these swamps
were drained for cultivation. The species survived
only in one herd that had been corralled into the
Imperial Hunting Park near Beijing, which had
been established about 1400. It was discovered in
this preserve in 1865 by the French missionary Pére
Jean Pierre Armand David, who at great personal
risk climbed the wall surrounding these then-
forbidden and heavily guarded grounds. Before the
end of the century an enlightened Son of Heaven
had given permission for a number of Pére David’s
deer to be exported to several European zoos. This
was in the nick of time, because by 1goo the imperial
herd was almost wiped out, eaten by starving peas-



ok w i

e e TR o
- TR L "

Figure 7. Pére David's deer {phota: Russell B. Aitken)

ants during the famine of 18g5. The surviving herd
of about thirty animals was killed off during the
Boxer Rebellion of 1900.'5 The boarlike tusks that
have been given to the heraldic yale may have orig-
inated in this case from a confusion with another
unusual Chinese deer, the musk deer (Maschus maos-
chiferus), which has large fanglike canines as weap-
ons; the musk deer, however, lacks antlers.

As we have seen with the Questing Beast, the fic-
titious heraldry of the Knights of the Round Table
knows of manifold strange beasts, such as the
dragon on King Arthur’s helmet crest and baule
standard, and the dragonlike gampilin (probably
based on an exaggerated story about the fierce-
looking chameleon, which appears in English her-
aldry as the gamelyon) assigned to Gawain in Wolf-
ram von Eschenbach’s Parzival (Figure 8).'7 In the
same epic, Wolfram, with grim humor, divides the
griffin (a composite of eagle and lion, that gnards
gold nuggets in its nest beyond the steppes of Scy-
thia} between King Hardiess of Gascony and his re-
tainers. The king displays the forepart of the griffin
in his shield, while his men bear the grifin’s hind-
quarters!'?

More realistic than dragons and griffins is the eci-
demon, daz reine tier, a small animal char kills snakes
in India. It is quite obviously based upon reports of
the ichneumon, better known as the mongoose. It is

Figure 8. Gamelyon, from the arms of Thomas Garner, 1557
{drawing after Dennys)

the emblem of Feirefiz, lord of three Indian king-
doms. He was the older half brother of Parzival and
the son of Queen Belakane of Zazamanc, sired by
Parzival’s father, Gahmuret, during his youthful
days as a knight-errant in the fabulous countries of
the mysterious East. After Parzivals achievement of
the Grail, Feirefiz, properly baptized, married the
Grail maiden Repansedeschoye and took her back
to his lands in the East, where in due time they be-
came the parents of Prester John.'?

Gahmurec’s blazon, bequeathed to him together
with the kingship of Anschaue at the death of his
older brother, an event that marked the end of his
knight-errantry, was a pantel (panther). Interest-
ingly, the name Gahmuret is a variant of the name
of the first king of Iran, Guyomars, in Firdausi's
Shah-nameh. Guyomars is a culture hero, who intro-
duced proper food and clothing to his people, who
were still living in wretched primitive conditions.
Since weaving was not one of his innovations, cloth-
ing had to be made from animal skins. Significantly,
in most representations in Persian miniatures, in-
cluding the Museum’s Houghton Shah-nameh, these
clothes are shown as spotted leopard or panther
skins (Figure g).?° Most of them, however, are col-
ored whitish-gray, not yellow like the usual leopard
fur. That would seem to indicate that the artists had
the pelt of the snow leopard, also known as the irbis,
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ture actributed to Sultan Muhammad, fol. 2ov
of Shah-nameh. Lranian, ca. 1520—22. Col-
lection of Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan (photo:
Malcolm Varon)

Figure 10. Giani panda
{photo: Russell B. Aitken)

134



in mind. This species was first brought to the atten-
tion of Western zoologists in 1778, but was recog-
nized as a separate species only in this century.?!

The controversial author of the celebrated and
widely read Travels of Sir john Mandeuville (1366)
claimed that he had served the Great Khan of
Cathay as a mercenary knight-errant for fifteen
months {(much as Parzival’s father, Gahmurer,
served the Baruch of Baghdad). He gives a colorful
account of the Great Khan's court, which in his ex-
pert opinion by far surpassed that of any other East-
ern potentate, including the Sultan of Babylon, the
Emperor of Persia, and even Prester fohn of High
Ind. Sir john goes on to describe in detail the hall
of the Great Khan's palace, where there were
twenty-four pillars of gold, “and all the walls are
covered with the red skins of beasts, called panters.
They are very fine animals, sweet smelling, and be-
cause of the good smell of the skins no harmful air
can come therein. These skins are as red as any
blood, and shine so in the sun that a man can hardly
look at them because of their brightness. The folk
of that country honour that beast, when they see it,
on account of its good properties and the sweet
smell that comes from i¢; they praise the skin of it as
much as if it had been of fine gold."??

C. W. R. D. Moseley, the wranslator of the Fravels,
has after the word panters inserted “{pandas?),” and
points out in his introductory discussion, “The Book
and its Author,” that though early commencators in
the bestiaries? do discuss the sweet smell of the pan-
ther, the red panda does indeed smell of musk, and
the Nepali word panda could easily be mistaken for
panthera. This detail is not found in other reports,
such as that of the missionary friar Odoric de Por-
donone, wha did visit the Great Khan and is one of
the sources happily exploited by Sir John to flesh
out his own stories; perhaps it can be taken as an
indication that Sir John was not just a bald-faced liar
but had some traveling experiences of his own.

In what is thought to be the first Arthurian ro-
mance of chivalry, Erec et Enide (ca. 1170), by Chré-
tien de Troyes, Erec, son of King Lac of Estregales,
was given a precious mantle by King Arthur when
he followed his father on the throne. This royally
gold-embroidered mantle was lined with the furs of
berbioletes, outlandish beasts with blond heads, black
necks, vermilion-red backs, black bellies, and in-
digo (inde) tails, who are natives of India and eat
nothing but spices, such as cinnamon and fresh
cloves.?* With the exception of the indigo tails-—per-
haps changed from onde, “wavy,” by a need to rhyme
with Inde, “India”—this is a fairly accurate descrip-

tion of the pelt of the red, or lesser, panda, one of
the very few animals with black belly fur.® Even
such an extravagant diet of spices is only a slight
exaggeration; the red panda is a vegetarian. It was
discovered for modern zoology in 1850, by the Brit-
ish naturalist Hardwicke, in the Himalayan regions
of northern India.?

The red panda, as the berbiolete, seerms o have .
traveled along the Sitk Road only as a prized fur.
Incredible as it might sound, however, at least two
live specimens of its large relative, the giant panda,
may have reached medieval Europe. The giant
panda, a favorite 200 animal and model for cuddly
stuffed toys, and known to anyone concerned about
endangered species as the eye-catching logo of the
World Wildlife Fund, came to the official attention
of European scientists when it was found munching
bamboo in the rugged mountain ranges of Western
China by the indomitable Pere David in 1869 (Fig-
ure 104.%

If the panda had not made the long trip alive at
least once before 18649, however, it would be difficult
to explain a vivid description, having all the fresh-
ness of an eyewitness account, given by an eleventh-
century monk in a Bavarian monastery. This evi-
dence is in the earliest surviving true romance of
chivalry, Ruodlieh, written in Latin, probably by a
monk at Tegernsee in Bavaria, beween 1050 and
1075.% The romance's hero, Ruodlieb, decides to go
abroad to seek his fortune as a knight-errant. In a
faraway country he enters the service of a mighty
ruler, the Greater King, who though styled as an
Oriental potentate, may have been modeled after
the Emperor Henry II (reigned 1046-56). It is
quite likely that the author spent some time at the
imperial court, where he presumably had the expe-
riences that he worked into his story.

Ruodlieb becomes the commander of the Greater
King’s army and defeats his lord’s hostile neighbor,
the Lesser King. In spite of his overwhelming vic-
tory, the Greater King treats the vanquished foe
magnanimously and offers him friendship and
peace. The grateful Lesser King appears at the
peace conference carrying rich gifts. Among these
presents are the expected fine horses and other use-
ful animals, such as mules, asses, and camels, but
also two leopards, two lions, a lynx, two talking
parrots, and two monkeys (one a snub-nosed,
bare-rumped ape with truncated tail, the other a
long-tailed and gray-skinned catta marina;® “no use-
fulness was seen in either brute™), and, most sur-
prisingly, two completely white bears with black legs
and paws, These bears were twin brothers, skilled in
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walking on two legs like men, sitting up and doing
somersaults, riding piggyback, embracing, tussling
and wrestling each other, even dancing to music and
joiming in the ladies’ round-dance so drolly that no-
body minded if a few scratches were to be suffered.®

Victor von Scheffel (1826-86) was a prolific, now
half-forgotten poet, whose oeuvre ranged from
scurrilous student drinking songs to the historical
novel Ekkehard (1855), considered the German
equivalent to Jvanhae. The hero of this colorful tale
is Ekkehard I, the monk of St. Gall who is believed
to have been the author of Waltharius {ca. goo), the
earliest known epic of the Nibelungen cycle. Schef-
fel delights in documenting even minor incidents
and obscure details in his novel, drawn from a wide
variety of chronicles and other sometimes highly
esoteric sources. Therefore, in describing a visit to
the menagerie kept on the monastery grounds at St.
Gall, he cannot resist borrowing some details from
Ruodlieb (of course duly acknowledged in note 56 of
the annotated editions). Thus the two monkeys
reappear as inhabitants of the menagerie at St. Gall,
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commented upon with the monk of Tegernsee’s cut-
ting remark about their lack of usefulness, and also
the pair of droll tussling bears.>! However, Scheffel
had to change the latter into local brown bears from
the Black Forest or the Swiss mountains. The ex-
travagant coloring of the bears in Ruadlieb he praob-
ably had dismissed as some medieval poet’s fancy,
led astray by travelers’ tall tales. It was only fifteen
years later, in 1870, that the director of the Museum
of Natural History in Paris, Henri Milne-Edwards,
published Pére David’s discovery,’* making known
again to the Western world the black-and-white bear
from faraway China, the giant panda.
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