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So the king went with her to the fountain. and when directed to wash hjs
trunk in the pool, and humble himself he saw the reflection of the moon
quiver in the water. The hare persuaded him that this was a sign that the
moon was angry, so the elephant promised to mend his ways.

Such stories were a superb vehicle for the art of the miniature painters of
the Mughal Court. ‘One particularly spectacular example shows a crow
addressing a whole assembly of animals including again the Simurgh with
the long streaming tail taken from Chinese models (see colour plate ix).
Though it does not exactly fit the story from the Kalila wa Dimna and Anmwar-
i Suhayli, of the dispute between the owls and the crows, its theme is clearly
related. The assembly might be a gathering of the ranks of men. It is a
splendid composition with the multitude of animals echoing the shape of the
towering rock. Much more extraordinary and frightening is the painting of
the Rukh attacking an elephant-like rhinoceros (146). The Rukh looks not
unlike the Stnmurgh, both being taken from the Chinese phoenix. This bird is
not the bright monarch of the skies but a fierce creature causing havoc
among elephants and birds, its long tail plumes like menacing flames. Where
the previous miniature was crowded with animals in an orderly assembly this
one is filled with equal mastery to produce a surrealist nightmare. The
miniature probably illustrates the story in the Thousand and One Nights
which tells how the Rukh feeds on rhinoceros and on the elephants which. it
was said, the fierce rhinoceros caught on their horns. Although elephants
were familiar creatures, rhinoceros were much less well known, and the
strange tales about them gave rise to the myth of the unicorn in Islamic lands.
For this reason rhinoceros are shown in all sorts of forms including a rather
stout unicorn. The rhinoceros-unicorn was known as the Karkaddan. There

~was in medieval Europe the same confusion about the identity of the

rhinoceros, where it was likewise interpreted as a unicorn. What is more the
same story about the rhinoceros attacking elephants with its horn is repeated
in the bestiary in relation to the unicorn: ‘The unicorn often fights with
elephants, and conquers them by wounding them in their belly.’

A marginal drawing in the fourteenth century ‘Queen Mary’s Psalter’
shows a unicorn attacking an elephant. This is a much less alarming scene
than the Mughal miniature, yet they share a common source. For it is to
Strabo (c. 63 BC-aD 21) that they and we owe the story that the rhinoceros is
particularly inclined to contend with the elephant for a place of pasture.
thrusting its forehead under the elephant’s belly and ripping it up’.

As with many of the tales described in this chapter, this unlikely story had
a long and colourful history.
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The miniature which may be
associated with the Sindbad
stories in the Thousand and
One Nights shows the Rukh
attacking a rhinoceros here
represented in the form of a
fantastic elephant. It was
commonly believed that the
thinoceros would attack
elephants. India. Mughal
school, late 17th century ap.
Gouache on paper. 13-5 x
21-3cm.
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Rhinoceros. Albrecht Diirer
(aD 1471-1528). German
School. dated 1515. This
celebrated image long served as
the basis for illustrations of the
rhinoceros in works on travel
and natural history. It was the
first rhinoceros to arrive in
Europe in modern times.
Diirer never saw the animal
and based his image on a
sketch and descriptions.
Woodcut. 21-2 x 297 cm.

Diirer was working in the same tradition. but he took it much further,
showing great interest in the rhinoceros for its own sake. The rhinoceros was
itself a strange unfamiliar beast prized for its exotic character. Like Hanno
the elephant, this particular specimen had been intended as a present for
Pope Leo X from King Emmanuel of Portugal. The King of Portugal had
received it as a gift from the King of Cambodia. Along with many of his
contemporaries the King of Portugal was still imbued with medieval ideas.
He was consequently intrigued by stories of combats between the unicorn
and the elephant, recorded in the bestiary, and with the apparent
identification of the unicorn with the rhinoceros already mentioned. He had.
therefore, matched this rhinoceros against an elephant before he dispatched
it to the Pope. It was unfortunately drowned in a shipwreck before it reached
Rome. Diirer never saw the animal but records an extract from the letter he
must have received describing it and enclosing a sketch. This extract is
preserved on the drawing from which this woodcut was made (173):

On 8 May, in the year 1513, a big animal, which they call a rhinoaraie, was brought
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Head of a walrus. Albrecht
Diirer (aDp 1471-1528),
German School, dated 1521. In
this study Diirer seized a rare
opportunity of studying a
walrus from life. As we are told
in the inscription the animal
had been caught off the
Flemish coast.

Pen and brown ink, tinted with
watercolours. 21-1 x 31-2cm.

19

from India to Lisbon for the King of Portugal, and as it is such a curiosity, I must
send you its likeness. .. . [tis well armed with a thick skin, and is very frolicsome and
in good condition. The animal is called Rhinocero in Greek and Latin and in Indian
Gomda.

(The date recorded in this inscription on the drawing is erroneous and the
rhinoceros actually reached Lisbon in 1515).

For Diirer to have made such a convincing portrait at secondhand the
original sketch must have been reasonably accurate. His own drawing and
woodcut are the outcome of his concern to explore and understand strange
animals and the many phenomena of nature. He combined an intense
personal vision of the world with the wish to discover the fundamental
principles of nature expressed, for example, in the rules of proportion.

His drawing of the walrus illustrates this well (174). He went to Zeeland in
December 1520, in the hope of seeing a stranded whale, but on this trip saw
the walrus which he described thus: ‘The animal whose head I have drawn
here was taken in the Netherlandish Sea and was twelve Brabant ells long
and had four feet.” Although observed from life the vision of the animal was
so strange to him that he later used it as a study for a head of a dragon.

While Diirer, and Leonardo da Vinci before him, had been involved in
their own detailed studies of the human body and sometimes of animals.
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Common box tortoise. John
White (fl. AD 1577-93), English
School. In his voyages to
North America he made
systematic records of the
inhabitants (of what is now
North Carolina and Virginia)
he encountered, as well as of
the natural history and
topography of the new lands.
He is best known for his
unusually scientific drawings of
the Carolina Algonquian
Indians — a tribe long extinct.
Watercolours over black lead
touched with white. 14-4 x
19:7 cm.

scientists and naturalists had been compiling works on zoology based on
observation and ondissection. So there developed a rather separate tradition
of the representation of animals for scientific purposes. Among the most
important travellers and zoologists were Pierre Belon (1517-65), Guillaume
Rondelet (1507-66) and Conrad Gessner (1516-55). Belon made many of his
own drawings which were brought together in a book in 1557. Gessner on the
other hand took his illustrations from many sources and included drawings
made from skins and even a version of Diirer’s rhinoceros. These writers who
were primarily concerned with European animals included some from the
Middle East and Africa. By the later sixteenth century the animal life of the
New World excited increasing interest. Although his work was not exhaus-
tive, John White (fl. 1577-93), travelling to ‘Virginia’ with the expedition
organised by Sir Walter Raleigh, as cartographer and draughtsman,
produced some of the best early studies of the creatures of the New World
(175). He made a systematic survey of the Indians and of the natural life of
the region although many of his drawings have disappeared. Efforts such as
White’s culminated in the more comprehensive work of the painters Frans
Post and Albert Eckhout under the patronage of Count Mauritz of Nassau
in Dutch Brazil (1638-44).

In spite of the development of the scientific recording of animals, the
element of the supernatural was often found directly linked with naturalistic
records during the early years of the seventeenth century. These two
elements had indeed been present in Diirer himself. Surprisingly alchemy
with its use of magic had thrived alongside the development of the natural
sciences, and men like Dr John Dee and Giordano Bruno explored the occult
and the natural sciences as though they were one. Such men were fascinated
by nature in all its forms and sought to penetrate to a reality which they
believed lay behind it. Strange phenomena of all kinds were recorded in this
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Camel. Hendrick Goltzius (AD
1558-1617). Dutch School.
Goltzius made several studies
of this camel, apparently
brought to Holland as a
curiosity. The present drawing
probably dates from before
October 1590 when Goltzius
left Haarlem for a lengthy stay
in Italy.

Red and black chalk on cream-
coloured paper. 29-8 x 41-6 cm.
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search. Men in general were fascinated by comets, stars and strange lights,
which they believed to be portents. Kings and princes collected strange
treasures, jewels, shells and ostrich eggs and encased them in precious
mounts. Emperor Rudolph 11 (1552-1612) had a famous zoo and a fabulous
wiinderkammer.

A camel by Hendrick Goltzius and a whale by Jacob Matham illustrate
these two interwoven elements in the seventeenth-century view of nature
(176). The camel, no longer as strange as the rhinoceros in Diirer’s day, had
been faithfully observed and reproduced. The whale, though perhaps
familiar at sea, on land became not just a curiosity but an omen or portent
(177). The enormous size of the whale set against the puny figures of people
emphasises the almost supernatural character of the beast. Matham
probably never saw this whale as the engraving closely follows an earlier
composition. Its interest for him must have been the strangeness and power
of nature which it symbolised. These two contrasting qualities are expressed
in a light-hearted manner in the studies of birds by Albert Flamen (178). His
drawings combine relatively accurate representations of birds with
landscapes which are romantic and unreal.

Rembrandt, one of the greatest artists of the northern Renaissance, drew
animals only incidentally (179), but with astonishing conviction he
suggested the character of the elephant by means of an untraditional and




