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The Unicorn:  Creature of Love
Teresa Noelle Roberts

Th e  f i e r c e ,  s o l i t a r y  a n d  b e a u t i f u l  u n ic o rn  h a s  a p p e a le d  
t o  m a n 's  im a g in a tio n  f o r  c e n tu r ie s .  T he a n im a l w ith  a  s in g le  
s p i r a l l e d  h o rn  f ig u r e s  i n  le g e n d s  fro m  a l l  o v e r  E u ro p e  an d  
th e  N e a r E a s t;  i t  e v e n  a p p e a rs  a s  f a r  e a s t  a s  C h in a , w h ere  
i t  i s  c a l l e d  th e  L in . T he L in  i s  re g a rd e d  a s  a  h e a v e n ly , 
s p i r i t u a l  b e a s t  t h a t  a p p e a rs  a t  th e  b i r t h  o f  a  s a g e .1 In  
m e d ie v a l E u ro p e , th e  u n ic o rn  w as th o u g h t t o  b e  a n  a c tu a l  a n i
m al w h ic h , l i k e  th e  e le p h a n t, l iv e d  in  p la c e s  s o  re m o te  t h a t  
h e  w as r a r e ly  s e e n .2 A lth o u g h  th e  u n ic o rn  w as r e a l  t o  m any 
p e o p le  i n  th e  M id d le  A g es, a  co m p lex  sy s te m  o f  le g e n d s  b u i l t  
u p  w h ich  g a v e  th e  b e a s t  a  m y s tic  s ig n i f ic a n c e .

T h e re  w ere  m any c o n c e p tio n s  o f  th e  u n ic o r n 's  a p p e a ra n c e . 
C te s ia s , a  G reek  n a t u r a l i s t  o f  th e  f o u r th  c e n tu ry  BC, d e s 
c r ib e d  h im  a s  s im i la r  t o  a  w ild  a s s ,  b u t  h a v in g  a  s in g le  
h o rn , th e  lo w e r t h i r d  o f  w h ich  w as w h ite , th e  m id d le  t h i r d  
b la c k , th e  u p p e r t h i r d  r e d .3 By th e  m e d ie v a l p e r io d , how
e v e r , a r t i s t i c  c o n v e n tio n  p o r tra y e d  th e  u n ic o rn  a s  a  s i l v e r y -  
w h ite  b e a s t h a v in g  th e  h e a d  a n d  bod y  o f  a  h o r s e , th e  b e a rd  
o f  a  g o a t , th e  t a i l  o f  a  h o rs e  o r  a  l i o n ,  a n d  th e  le g s  o f  an  
a n te lo p e , w h ich  te rm in a te d  in  c lo v e n  h o o v e s .4

T he u n ic o rn  w as n o te d  f o r  h i s  w ild , p ro u d  n a tu r e ;  h e  
w as in p o s s ib le  t o  c a p tu r e  w ith o u t th e  h e lp  o f  a  v i r g in  g i r l .  
In  th e  p re s e n c e  o f  a  m a id e n , th e  b e a s t  w ou ld  becom e s o  hum ble 
t h a t  h e  w o u ld  k n e e l a n d  r e s t  h i s  h e a d  in  h e r  la p . I n  t h i s  
p o s i t io n , h e  w o u ld  f a l l  a s le e p  an d  c o u ld  b e  c a p tu r e d .
M e d iev a l s c i e n t i s t s  f e l t  t h i s  a t t r a c t i o n  to  v i r g in s  w as th e  
u n ic o r n ' s  id e n t i f y in g  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c ,  " l i k e  th e  o n e s . . .  
a t t r ib u t e d  to  e v e ry  o th e r  c r e a t u r e ." 5

T he u n ic o rn , h o w ev er, w as n o t l i k e  e v e ry  o th e r  c r e a tu r e . 
I t s  fa b u lo u s  s in g le  h o rn  w as th e  c e n te r  o f  m any m y th s: i t
r e p r e s e n te d  th e  " u p p e r p o le "  f r a n  th e  k in g  to  th e  s u n ’s  
z e n i th ;6  i t  c o u ld  n e u t r a l i s e  p o is o n , a n d  c u re  e p ile p s y  an d  
c o n v u ls io n s .7  T he u n ic o rn  h im s e lf  cam e to  sy m b o liz e  th e  
m o n a s tic  l i f e ,  b e c a u s e  o f  h i s  s o l i t a r y  n a tu r e .8 T he u n i
c o rn  a ls o  r e p re s e n te d  th e  m oon in  i t s  s t r u g g le  a g a in s t  i t s  
e n a n y , th e  su n -lio n . (T h is m yth  m ay e x p la in  th e  B r i t i s h  
A rm s.) R o b e rt G ra v e s t r a c e s  t h i s  m o o n -le g en d  b a c k  to  
le g e n d s  a b o u t th e  a n c ie n t  G re a t G o d d ess, who w as b o th  th e  
m o o n -g o d d ess a n d  th e  g o d d e s s  o f  w isd o m . In  t h i s  c o n te x t , 
th e  v i r g in  who c a p tu r e s  th e  u n ic o rn  r e p r e s e n ts  th e  G re a t 
G o d d ess " c a p tu r in g "  th e  s e e k e r  o f  t r u t h .9

M r. G ra v e s m ay h a v e  fo u n d  th e  r o o ts  o f  w h a t i s  know n 
a s  th e  V irg in -C a p tu re  le g e n d , b u t b y  th e  M id d le  A g es, th e  
s t o r y 's  m ean in g  h ad  ch an g ed  d r a m a tic a lly . No lo n g e r  d id  i t  
in v o lv e  a  p ag an  g o d d e ss  a n d  h e r  w o rs h ip e r . I t  now c a r r ie d  
a  w e a lth  o f  b o th  s e c u la r  a n d  r e l i g io u s  sy m b o lism .

I f  o n e  w ish e d  to  c a p tu r e  a  u n ic o rn , i t  w as b e lie v e d  th e  
h u n te r s  m is t b r in g  a  y o u n g  g i r l  t o  th e  f o r e s t  a n d  le a v e  h e r  
th e r e  a lo n e , p r e f e r a b ly  t i e d  t o  a  t r e e .  S an e s o u rc e s  su g 
g e s te d  o n e 's  c h a n c e s  w e re  b e t t e r  i f  th e  g i r l  w e re  n a k e d , o r  
i f  s h e  w e re  b e a u t i f u l ,  b u t a l l  a g re e d  o n  o n e  th in g — s h e  m u st 
b e  a  v i r g in .  I f  s h e  w e re  a  v i r g in ,  a n d  th e r e  w ere  a  u n ic o rn  
in  th e  a r e a , h e  w o u ld  g o  to  th e  g i r l  a n d  f a l l  a s le e p  i n  h e r  
la p . I f  th e  g i r l  w ere  n o t a  v i r g in ,  t h e  u n ic o rn  w o u ld  
e i t h e r  ig n o re  h e r  o r ,  a c c o rd in g  to  s a n e  m e d ie v a l a c c o u n ts , 
ru n  h e r  th ro u g h  w ith  h i s  h o rn .10

M e d ie v a l b e s t i a r i e s  s u g g e s t p o s s ib le  r e a s o n s  why u n i
c o rn s  a r e  a t t r a c t e d  to  v i r g in s .  O ne e x p la n a tio n  i s  s t r i c t l y  
s e x u a l— th e  lo v e ly  n u d e woman a ro u s e d  th e  u n ic o r n . A u th o rs  
who f a v o r  t h i s  th e o ry  o f te n  t e l l  o f  th e  u n ic o rn  s u c k in g  th e  
g i r l ' s  b r e a s t s  a n d  a tte m p tin g  o th e r  s e x u a l f a m i l i a r i t i e s 11 
b e f o re  f a l l i n g  a s le e p  w ith  h i s  h o rn  in  a  v e ry  sy m b o lic  p o s i
t i o n .  A n o th e r th e o ry  i s  a d v a n c e d  b y  th e  tw e l f th  c e n tu ry  
w r i t e r  A larm s d e  I n s u l i s . . He b a s e d  h i s  e x p la n a tio n  o n  th e  
th e n -p o p u la r  m e d ic a l th e o ry  o f  o p p o s in g  h u m o u rs.12 T he 
f i e r y  d ry  " hum our,"  o r  n a tu r e , o f  th e  u n ic o rn  i s  d raw n to  
th e  c o o l, m o is t a i r  w h ich  i s  c a u s e d  b y  th e  v i r g i n 's  c o ld , 
p u re  hum our. T h is  ch a n g e  in  te m p e ra tu re  m akes h im  s o  com 

f o r t a b l e  t h a t  h e  d e c id e s  t o  ta k e  a  n a p .

By f a r  th e  m o st common e x p la n a tio n  o f  th e  V irg in -C a p tu re  
l i e s  w ith in  th e  v i r g in  h e r s e l f .  T he u n ic o r n , i t  i s  th e o r iz e d , 
i s  a t t r a c t e d  to  th e  " o d o r o f  v i r g i n i t y ."13 F o r s a n e  re a s o n —  
a c c o u n ts  d i f f e r  a s  t o  w h e th e r i t  i s  th e  u n ic o r n 's  p u r i ty  o r  
h i s  le w d n e ss— h e  i s  d raw n  to  t h i s  a u r a  o f  c h a s t i ty .  T ru s t 
an d  lo v e  f o r  th e  p u re  y o u n g  g i r l  o v e rco m es th e  u n ic o r n ’s  
e lu s iv e n e s s , a n d  h e  f a l l s  in to  s o r t  o f  a n  e n c h a n te d  s le e p .

T h is  lo v e ly  t a l e  m ay h a v e  b e e n  d e r iv e d  fro m  a  m undane, 
e v e n  s l i g h t l y  baw dy, h u n tin g  s to r y .  I n  th e  e a r ly  s e v e n te e n tt  
c e n tu r y , F ra y  L u is  d e  U r r e ta , in  h i s  b o o k , H is to r ia  d e  lo s  
G ran d es y  R em otos R eynos d e  l a  E t io p ia , M o n a rc h ia  d e l  
B n p e ra d o r P r e s te  J u a n , t o l d  how h u n te r s  i n  n o r th e rn  A f r ic a  
c la im e d  to  c a p tu r e  r h in o c e ro s e s  w ith  th e  h e lp  o f  a  t r a in e d  
fe m a le  m onkey. T he m onkey w o u ld  d i s t r a c t  th e  r h in o c e ro s  by  
t i c k l i n g  i t  a n d  ru b b in g  i t s  b e l ly .  E v e n tu a lly  th e  r h in o c e ro s  
w o u ld  l i e  down an d  s t r e t c h  o u t t o  m ore f u l l y  e n jo y  i t s e l f .
A t t h a t  p o in t ,  th e  h u n te r s  c o u ld  c re e p  u p  an d  s ta b  i t  in  th e  
b e l ly .  In  T he L o re  o f  th e  U n ic o rn , O d e ll S h e p a rd  s u g g e s ts  
t h a t  t h i s  s to r y  t r a v e l l e d  fro m  N o rth  A f r ic a  t o  th e  M id d le  
E a s t , a n d  f r a n  th e r e  t o  E u ro p e . A s i t  t r a v e l l e d ,  th e  r h in o 
c e ro s  ch an g ed  to  a  u n ic o rn — a n  an im a l e q u a lly  f a m i l i a r  t o  
E u ro p e a n s  o f  th e  d a y ; th e  m onkey tu rn e d  in to  a  hum an g i r l .14

T he e a r ly  C h r is t ia n s  a p p a r e n tly  fo u n d  t h i s  le g e n d  a  
p e r f e c t  v e h ic le  f o r  a l l e g o r y . 15 Tb w h a t h ad  b e e n  a  r e l a t i v e l y  
s im p le  s to r y ,  th e y  a d d e d  la y e r s  o f  m e a n in g , a n d  new  sy m b o lism  
b o m  o f  t h e i r  c r e e d . In d e e d , i t  d id  n o t ta k e  lo n g  f o r  th e  
C h r is t ia n s  to  a d o p t th e  u n ic o rn  a s  a  sym bol o f  C h r is t  H im s e lf .

S a in t  B a s i l ,  a n  e a r ly  C h u rch  f a t h e r ,  w ro te , "T he u n co n 
q u e ra b le  n a tu r e  o f  God i s  l ik e n e d  to  t h a t  o f  a  u n ic o r n ."16 
S a in t  A m brose s a id , "Who i s  t h i s  U n ic o m  b u t th e  o n ly -  
b e g o tte n  Son o f  G od?"17  God w as b o m  o n  e a r th  i n  th e  p e rs o n  
o f  J e s u s  C h r is t ,  th ro u g h  th e  V irg in  M ary . In  e f f e c t ,  H e, 
l i k e  th e  u n ic o rn , w as c a p tu r e d  b y  a  m a id e n . A s th e  p ro u d e s t 
an d  m o st a lo o f  o f  b e a s ts  w as tam ed  b y  a  v i r g in ,  God H im se lf 
becam e th e  l i t t l e  c h i ld  o f  th e  V ir g in .

A s th e  c o m p a riso n  o f  th e  u n ic o rn  to  C h r is t  becam e m ore 
w id e ly  a c c e p te d , th e o lo g ia n s  fo u n d  o th e r  p o in ts  o f  c o m p a riso n . 
T e r tu l l i a n ,  a n o th e r  C h u rch  f a th e r ,  l ik e n e d  th e  u p r ig h t  p a r t  
o f  th e  C ro s s , th e  s e c t io n  ab o v e  th e  c ro ssb e a m , t o  th e  u n i— 
c o r n 's  h o rn .18 T he h o rn  p o in ts  u p  to  H eav en , a s  th e  C ro ss  
d o e s  b o th  l i t e r a l l y  a n d  f ig u r a t iv e ly .  A n o th e r a l le g o r y , o n e  
t h a t  a p p a r e n tly  h a d  i t s  o r ig in s  in  a c tu a l  f o lk lo r e ,  i s  t h a t  
o f  th e  w a te r -c o n n in g . I n  a n c ie n t t im e s , a n d  th ro u g h o u t th e  
M id d le  A g es, i t  w as b e lie v e d  t h a t  s n a k e s  c o u ld  p o is o n  w a te r  
s o u rc e s  d u r in g  th e  n ig h t . I n  th e  m o rn in g , o th e r  a n im a ls  w ou ld  
s e e  th e  venom  f lo a t in g  o n  to p  o f  th e  w a te r . S in c e  th e y  c o u ld  
n o t d r in k , th e y  w o u ld  a w a it th e  a r r i v a l  o f  th e  unicorn . T he 
u n ic o rn  w o u ld  k n e e l a n d  d ip  h i s  h o rn  in to  th e  p o is o n e d  w a te r ; 
t h i s  w o u ld  r i d  th e  w a te r  o f  th e  s n a k e 's  v en om . C hurchm en 
e x p la in e d  t h a t  th e  sn a k e  w as th e  D e v il, a n d  th e  w a te r  w h ich  
h e  p o is o n e d  w as th e  w o rld I T he u n ic o rn , b e c a u s e  o f  h i s  p u r
i f y in g  h o rn , r e p re s e n te d  C h r is t  th e  R ed eem er, s a v in g  th e  
w o rld  f r a n  th e  p o is o n  o f  th e  E v il  O ne.19

In  m e d ie v a l a c c o u n ts  o f  th e  V irg in -C a p tu re , th e  v i r g in  
i s  o f te n  d e s c r ib e d  a s  g r a s p in g  th e  u n ic o r n 's  h o rn  a s  h e  i s  
c a p tu r e d  b y  th e  h u n te r s . O ne m e d ie v a l w r i t e r  e x p la in s  t h a t  
J e s u s  h a s  " r a i s e d — a  h o rn  o f  s a lv a t io n . . .  b y  th e  in t e r c e s 
s io n  o f  th e  m o th e r o f  G od. . . " 2 0  M e d ie v a lis t M a rg a re t
F reem an  p u ts  i t ,  "T he a n im a l 's  su b m is s io n  t o  th e  v i r g in  
m aid  i s  a n  a l le g o r y  o f  th e  A n n u n c ia tio n  a n d  I n c a r n a t io n ." 21 
Tb th e  C a th o lic s  o f  th e  M id d le  A g es, who w ere  e x tre m e ly  
d e v o te d  to  th e  V ir g in , t h i s  le g e n d  h a s  a  s p e c ia l  a p p e a l.
A s th e  c u l t  o f  th e  V irg in  g rew  in  p o p u la r i ty , th e  le g e n d  in 
e v i ta b ly  g rew  w ith  i t .

E v e n tu a lly , th e  V irg in -C a p tu re  le g e n d  to o k  o n  m any o f  
th e  tr a p p in g s  o f  a n  a c tu a l  s t a g  h u n t. T h is  m ore co m p lex
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a lle g o r y  i s  know n a s  th e  H oly  H u n t, an d  v i r tu a l l y  e v e ry  
a s p e c t o f  th e  H unt h a s  r e l i g io u s  m ean in g . T he c h ie f  h u n ts 
man i s  th e  H o ly  S p i r i t  a c t in g  th ro u g h  th e  A ngel G a b r ie l ; h e  
d r iv e s  th e  u n ic o rn  to  th e  v i r g in ,  who ta m e s i t .  G a b r ie l i s  
th e  a n g e l o f  th e  A n n u n c ia tio n , a n d  to  t h i s  p o in t ,  th e  le g e n d  
r e p r e s e n ts  th e  A n n u n c ia tio n  an d  I n c a r n a tio n . When th e  
o th q r  h u n te r s  k i l l  th e  u n ic o rn , t h i s  r e p r e s e n ts  th e  C ru c i
f ix io n . In  t h i s  le g e n d , th e  u n ic o rn  i t s e l f  i s  d e s c r ib e d  a s  
a  s m a ll a n im a l a b o u t th e  s i z e  o f  a  k id ;  i t s  s i z e  r e p r e s e n ts  
C h r i s t 's  h u m il i ty .22  i t s  o n e  h o rn , w h ich  may r e p r e s e n t  
th e  u n i ty  o f  th e  F a th e r  a n d  th e  S o n , i s  an  a n t id o te  f o r  
p o is o n , an d  t h i s  i s  why th e  u n ic o rn  i s  k i l l e d .  C h r i s t 's  
d e a th , l i k e  th e  u n ic o r n 's ,  i s  s o  hum ans m ay " l i v e . "

D e s p ite  th e  p o p u la r i ty  o f  th e  V irg in -C a p tu re /H o ly  H unt 
le g e n d  a s  a n  a l le g o r y  o f  C h r i s t ,  th e  le g e n d 's  o r ig in a l  
s e x u a l s ig n i f ic a n c e  w as n o t l o s t .  T he v e r s io n  o f  th e  V ir 
g in -C a p tu re  s to r y  t o l d  in  P ro v e n c a l b e s t i a r i e s  w as m ore 
l i k e  an  u n h o ly  h u n t. T he u n ic o rn  a tte m p ts  t o  s e x u a lly  
m o le s t th e  v i r g in ,  a n d  s o  i s  s a c r i f i c e d  b y  th e  h u n te r s .
In  t h i s  v e r s io n , th e  s to r y  i s  a n  a lle g o r y  o f  l u s t  overcom e 
b y  s p i r i t u a l  lo v e ,23  o r  p e rh a p s  th e  D e v il, in  th e  fo rm  o f  
th e  u n ic o rn , o v erco m e b y  p u r i ty .24

In  l a t e r  m e d ie v a l tim e s , a s  th e  id e a l  o f  c o u r t ly  lo v e  
becam e w id e ly  a c c e p te d  am ong th e  u p p e r c l a s s e s ,  th e  u n ic o rn  
becam e a  sym bo l o f  th e  goo d  s id e  o f  p h y s ic a l lo v e . R ic h a rd  
d e  Four n i v a l ,  in  th e  m id - th ir te e n th  c e n tu r y , w ro te  a  lo n g  
ro m a n tic  poem  w h ich  d e s c r ib e d  c o u r ts h ip  u s in g  a  s e r i e s  o f  
c o m p a riso n s  w ith  th e  a n im a l k in g d o m . O ne ex am p le  w h ich  h e  
u s e d  w as th e  s to r y  o f  th e  u n ic o rn  an d  th e  m a id e n . T he u n i
c o rn  r e p r e s e n ts  a  young  s u i t o r  who i s  m is tr e a te d  an d  b e 
tr a y e d  b y  h i s  la d y , b u t i t  a l s o  r e p r e s e n ts  a  h a u g h ty  m an who 
i s  f i n a l ly  c o n q u e re d  by  lo v e .25  By th e  f o u r te e n th  c e n tu ry , 
th e  u n ic o rn  h a d  becom e a n  a c c e p te d  sym bol o f  th e  c o u r t ly  
lo v e r , who u n d e rg o e s  m any h a rd s h ip s  an d  t r i a l s  b e f o re  w in 
n in g — o r  b e in g  won b y — h is  la d y .26

T he u n ic o rn  f u n c tio n s  b o th  a s  a  Chr is t- s y m b o l an d  a s  a  
sym bo l o f  th e  lo v e r  i n  th e  fam ous t a p e s t r y  s e r i e s  T he H un t 
o f  th e  U n ic o m . T h is  s e t  o f  se v e n  t a p e s t r i e s  w as p ro b a b ly  
w oven in  o r  n e a r  T o u ra in e . F ra n c e , in  th e  l a t e  f i f t e e n t h  o r  
e a r ly  s ix te e n th  c e n tu r y .27 A ll b u t th e  f i r s t  a n d  s e v e n th  
t a p e s t r i e s  a r e  b e lie v e d  to  h av e  b e e n  m ade in  c e le b r a t io n  o f  
th e  m a rr ia g e  o f  A nne o f  B r i t ta n y  a n d  L o u is  X II o f  F ra n c e , 
w h ich  to o k  p la c e  i n  1 4 9 7 ; th e  f i r s t  a n d  s e v e n th  a r e  a p p a r
e n t ly  n o t p a r t  o f  th e  o r ig in a l  s e t ,  a n d  m ay h a v e  b e e n  m ade 
f o r  th e  w ed d in g  o f  A n n e 's  d a u g h te r , s e v e n te e n  y e a r s  l a t e r . 28

T h e re  i s  n o  d e f i n i t e  d o c u m e n ta tio n  a s  t o  th e  d a te  o r  
o r ig in a l  o w n e rsh ip  o f  th e  t a p e s t r i e s ,  b u t s e v e r a l  c lu e s  
s u p p o r t th e  A nne o f  B r i t ta n y  h y p o th e s is . I n  th e  s ix th  ta p 
e s t r y ,  th e  lo r d  a n d  la d y  o f  th e  c a s t l e  s tr o n g ly  re se m b le  
e x i s t i n g  p o r t r a i t s  o f  L o u is  a n d  A nne. T he la d y  w e a rs  a  
B re to n  h e a d d re s s  a n d  a  d r e s s  s im i la r  t o  c o n te m p o ra ry  d e s 
c r i p t io n s  o f  A nne. In  s e v e r a l  a c c o u n ts , s h e  i s  s a id  t o  f a v o r  
gow ns o f  " y e l low -b ro w n , r e d  a n d  g o ld  b ro c a d e ." 29

T he t a p e s t r i e s ,  w h ich  a r e  new  c o n s id e re d  to  b e  m a s te r
p ie c e s  o f  m e d ie v a l a r t ,  w e re  v i r t u a l l y  l o s t  f o r  c e n tu r ie s .  
D u rin g  th e  F re n c h  R e v o lu tio n , w hen a l l  a r tw o rk  t h a t  f e a tu r e d  
r o y a l  em blem s w as o rd e re d  d e s tro y e d , la r g e  s e c t io n s  w e re  c u t 
o u t o f  th e  f i f t h  t a p e s t r y ,3 0  w h ic h , u n f o r tu n a te ly , i s  th e  o n e  
w h ich  a c tu a l ly  d e p ic ts  th e  V irg in -C a p tu re . A f te r  th e  R evo
l u t io n ,  th e  t a p e s t r i e s  w e re  u s e d  b y  p e a s a n ts  t o  p r o te c t  
v e g e ta b le s  in  s to r a g e  b in s , u n t i l  th e  m id -1 8 5 0 's , w hen th e y  
w e re  d is c o v e re d  b y  C o u n t H ip p o ly te  d e  l a  R o c h e fo u c a u ld .31 
T hey  re m a in e d  in  th e  d e  l a  R o c h e fo u c a u ld  fa m ily  u n t i l  1 9 2 3 , 
w hen th e y  w e re  s o ld  t o  Jo h n  D . R o c k e fe lle r , J r . 32  He d o n a te d  
in  193533  to  th e  C l o i s t e r s ,  w h ere  th e y  a r e  now o n  d is p la y .

T he t a p e s t r i e s  d e p ic t  th e  e n t i r e  H o ly  H u n t in  g r e a t  
d e t a i l .  T he f i r s t  t a p e s t r y  show s th e  s t a r t  o f  th e  h u n t; th e  
se c o n d  show s th e  w a te r -c o n n in g ;  th e  t h i r d  show s th e  u n ic o rn  
a tte m p tin g  t o  e s c a p e  h i s  p u r s u e r s  b y  p lu n g in g  in to  a  s tr e a m . 
In  th e  f o u r th  t a p e s t r y ,  h e  f i g h t s  o f f  th e  h u n te r s , b u t in  th e  
f i f t h ,  th e  v i r g in  w in s  h im . In  th e  s ix th  t a p e s t r y ,  th e  u n i
c o rn  i s  k i l l e d  a n d  p r e s e n te d  t o  th e  lo r d  a n d  la d y  o f  th e  
c a s t l e ;  i n  th e  f i n a l  t a p e s t r y ,  h e  i s  r e s u r r e c te d , a n d  d e p ic 
te d  in  c a p t i v i t y .

T he f i f t h  t a p e s t r y  i s  s o  dam aged t h a t  a l l  t h a t  r e m a in s

o f  th e  v i r g in  i s  h e r  h a n d , an d  a  b i t  o f  b ro c a d e  s le e v e , r e s t 
in g  o h  th e  u n ic o r n 's  n e c k . T he b ro c a d e  i s  th e  sam e y e llo w - 
b ro w n , r e d  an d  g o ld  th a f  th e  la d y  6 f  th e  c a s t l e ,  " A nne o f  
B r i t t a n y ,"  i s  w e a rin g  in  th e  s ix th  t a p e s t r y . W hile  i t  i s  
d a n g e ro u s  to  s p e c u la te  on  th e  b a s is  O f su c h  s c a n ty  e v id e n c e , 
i t  i s  g e n e r a lly  b e lie v e d  t h a t  th e  v i r g in  i s  A nne. As sh e  
w as a  w idow  w hen s h e  m a rr ie d  L o u is , t h i s  seem s f a i n t l y  od d ! 
Some a r t  h i s to r i a n s  th e o r iz e  t h a t  th e  t a p e s t r i e s  m ay h av e  
b e e n  m ade p a r t l y  t o  le g i t im iz e  th e  r o y a l  m a r r ia g e . In  o rd e r  
to  w ed A nne, L o u is  h a d  h a d  an  i s s u e le s s  m a rria g e  o f  tw e n ty  
y e a r s  a n n u lle d ; A nne h e r s e l f  h ad  b e e n  w idow ed o n ly  n in e  
m o n th s .35 By a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  th e  v i r g in  o f  th e  le g e n d , a n d , 
th e r e f o r e , w ith  th e  B le s s e d  V ir g in , A nne i s  p ro c la im e d  p u re . 
T he m a rr ia g e  i s  s a n c t i f i e d .

T he f i f t h  t a p e s t r y  s tr e n g th e n e d  th e  a s s o c ia t io n  o f  th e  
v i r g in  w ith  th e  V irg in  M ary by  th e  u s e  o f  s e v e r a l  o f  h e r  
sy m b o ls . T he c a p tu r e  a p p a re n tly  ta k e s  p la c e  w ith in  a  fe n c e d  
g a rd e n , o r  h o r tu s  c o n c lu s u s . T he h o r tu s  c o n c lu s u s  w as a  
sym bol o f  M ary , an d  th e  I n c a r n a tio n , 36  a s  w e ll a s  r e p r e s e n t
in g  c h a s t i ty  in  g e n e r a l . T he a p p le  t r e e  in  th e  g a rd e n  sym 
b o l iz e s  th e  H oly  G h o st com ing  to  M ary a t  th e  A n n u n c ia tio n .
T he a p p le ’s  sw e e t f l e s h  i s  a  sym bol o f  s e x u a l p le a s u r e 37—  
a  re m in d e r o f  th e  tw o  m ean in g s o f  th e  u n ic o rn .

T h ro u g h o u t th e  t a p e s t r i e s ,  th e  u n ic o rn  i s  c l e a r l y  an  
a l l e g o r i c a l  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  C h r is t .  In  th e  w a te r-c o n n in g  
t a p e s t r y ,  h e  i s  C h r is t  th e  R edeem er, s a v in g  th e  w o rld  f r om 
i t s  s i n s .  In  th e  t h i r d  an d  f o u r th  t a p e s t r i e s , h e  r e p r e 
s e n ts  C h r is t  p e r s e c u te d  b y  H is  e n e m ie s . T he h u n te r s  in  th e s e  
t a p e s t r i e s  a r e  n o ta b le  u g ly  an d  v ic io u s - lo o k in g ; t h e i r  f a c e s  
show  t h a t  th e y  a r e  P h a r is e e s  an d  e n e m ie s o f  G o d .38  B o th  in  
th e  f o u r th  ta p e s t r y , in  w h ich  th e y  a t t a c k  th e  u n ic o rn , an d  
in  th e  s i x t h ,  in  w h ich  th e y  k i l l  h im , s e v e r a l  o f  th e  h u n te r s  
o b v io u s ly  d e l ig h t  in  h i s  s u f f e r in g .

N ot so  th e  h u n tsm an  so u n d in g  h i s  h o rn  in  th e  f o u r th  
ta p e s t r y , an d  l a t e r  so u n d in g  th e  p r i s e , o r  d e a th - k n e l l , in  
th e  s i x t h .  H is  f a c e  i s  u n d e rs ta n d in g  an d  c o m p a s s io n a te , an d  
w e ll i t  sh o u ld  b e , f o r  h e  r e p r e s e n ts  th e  A rc h a n g e l G a b r ie l,
th e  a n g e l o f  th e  A nnunciation . H is  scabbard b ears th e  in 
s c r ip t io n  A ve R e g in a  C o e lo ru m , " H a il, Q ueen o f  th e  H e a v e n s!"  
Whi l e  th e s e  are n ot th e  a c tu a l words o f  th e  A nnunciation , 
th e y  a r e  th e  t i t l e  o f  a  w e ll-k n o w n  hymn to  th e  V ir g in .39  
P e o p le  w o u ld  h a v e  u n d e rs to o d  th e  in te n d e d  p o in t .

When th e  u n ic o rn  i s  k i l l e d  an d  b ro u g h t t o  th e  c a s t l e ,  
h e  iS  d e c o ra te d  w ith  a  w re a th  o f  h o lly  a n d  o a k  le a v e s . T he 
h o l l y 's  p r ic k ly  le a v e s  a r e  a n  i l l u s i o n  to  th e  crow n o f  
th o r n s , w h ile  th e  le a v e s  o f  th e  o a k , th e  s t r o n g e s t  o f  t r e e s ,  
r e p r e s e n t  th e  e n d u ra n c e  o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  f a i t h . 4 0  T he u n i
c o rn  i s  th u s  th e  c r u c i f i e d  J e s u s . In  th e  l a s t  t a p e s t r y ,  th e  
u n ic o rn , l i k e  C h r i s t ,  i s  r e s u r r e c te d . In  th e  w o rd s o f
M argaret Freeman, th e  ta p e s tr ie s  d ep ic t th e  "whole d iv in e
p la n  f o r  m a n 's  R e d em p tio n ." 41

The proud man -tamed by th e  lo v e  o f  a  p u re -woman i s  a  
f i t t i n g  them e f o r  a  s e t  o f  t a p e s t r i e s  in te n d e d  a s  a  w edding  
g i f t ,  a n d  s o  th e  th em e o f  c o u r t ly  lo v e  i s  n o t ig n o re d  in  
th e  t a p e s t i r e s .  T he w ild  f i e r c e  u n ic o rn  d e f ie s  th e  h u n te r s , 
a s  a  young  m an d e f ie s  s o c ie ty . T he u n ic o rn  i s  tam ed  b y  th e  
m aid en  l i k e  a  y o ung  m an i s  tam ed— bound in to  s o c ie ty —by 
lo v e  a n d  m a r r ia g e . T he u n ic o rn  tam ed  s y m b o liz e s  m a rria g e  a s  
w e ll a s  m a id en ly  p u rity ;4 2  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  widow—b r id e  Anne 
ta k in g  th e  p a r t  o f  th e  v i r g in  i s  n o t a s  u n l i k e l y  a s  i t  may 
seem . S h e i s  a  s o r t  o f  sy m b o lic  v i r g in .

When th e  lo v e r -u n ic o r n  i s  k i l l e d ,  th e  g e n e r a l i n te r p r e 
t a t i o n  i s  t h a t  th e  lo v e r  h a s  b e e n  b e tr a y e d  b y  h i s  la d y . In  
th e  t a p e s t r i e s ,  h o w ev er, th e  u n ic o rn  i s  b u tc h e re d  f a r  fro m  
th e  v i r g in ;  s h e  s e a n s  l e s s  a n  a c c o m p lic e  th a n  a  paw n. T he 
s a d  e x p re s s io n  o f  th e  la d y  o f  th e  c a s t l e ,  who p ro b a b ly  w as 
tir e  m a id e n , h in t s  t h a t  th e  u n ic o rn  w as n o t th e  o n ly  o n e  
b e tr a y e d . P e rh a p s , in  t h i s  c o n te x t , th e  m u rd e re d  u n ic o rn ' 
r e p r e s e n ts  a  man c ro s s e d  in  lo v e  b y  th e  w o rld  in  g e n e r a l .

T h is  id e a  seem s e s p e c ia l ly  c o n v in c in g  in  l i g h t  o f  th e  
s e v e n th  t a p e s t r y .  H e re  th e  u n ic o rn  i s  m ira c u lo u s ly  r a is e d  
fro m  th e  d e a d . A lth o u g h  h i s  w ounds a r e  n o t f u l ly  h e a le d , 
th e y  a r e  n o t d is f ig u r in g ;  th e y  a lm o s t h e ig h te n  th e  b e a u ty  o f  
h i s  m ilk -w h ite  c o a t . He i s  th e  lo v e r  c a p tu re d  an d  c a p t i 
v a te d  b y  h i s  la d y , a n d  r e s to r e d  to  l i f e — s o c ie ty — b y  h e r  p u re
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lo v e . H ie  g o ld e n  c o l l a r  an d  c h a in  w h ich ' h e  w e a rs  r e p r e s e n t  
m a r i ta l  b o n d s; h e  i s  c h a in e d  to  a  p o m e g ra n a te  t r e e ,  w h ich  
sy m b o liz e s  f e r t i l i t y  a n d  th e  con su m m atio n  o f  m arriage.43 
D e s p ite  h i s  b o n d s , th e  u n ic o rn  w e a rs  a  b l i s s f u l  e x p re s s io n .

H ie  b l i s s f u l  e x p re s s io n  i s  s u i t e d  to  a  new lyw ed , b u t , 
i f  o n e  i n t e r p r e t s  i t  a n o th e r  w ay , i t  i s  a ls o  s u i t e d  to  th e  
r e s u r r e c te d  C h r i s t . T he h o r tu s  c o n c lu s u s  in  w h ich  h e  r e s t s  
h e r e  m ay b e  P a r a d is e . T he p o m e g ra n a te , a s  w e ll a s  b e in g  a  
f e r t i l i t y  sy m b o l, i s  a l s o  a  sym bo l o f  l i f e  a f t e r  deaths,44 
w h ile  t h i s  may seem  l i k e  an  o d d  c o m b in a tio n . W hat a r e  
c h ild r e n  b u t a  k in d  o f  im m o rta lity ?

T he s e v e n th  ta p e s t r y  c u lm in a te s  th e  d ev e lo p m e n t o f  tw o 
se e m in g ly  o p p o s ite  le g e n d s . T he u n ic o r n 's  m e a n in g s , how
e v e r , a r e  n o t a s  c o n tr a d ic to r y  a s  th e y  m ay a p p e a r . T he u n i
c o rn  in  th e  V irg in -C a p tu re /H o ly  H unt c y c le  r e p r e s e n ts  C h r is t ,  
th e  p e r s o n i f ic a t io n  o f  d iv in e  lo v e . In  th e  lo v e r -u n ic o r n  
le g e n d , th e  u n ic o rn  r e p r e s e n ts  th e  c o u r t ly  lo v e r , an d  u l t i 
m a te ly  a  lo v in g  h u sb a n d , a  p e r s o n i f ic a t io n  o f  hum an lo v e . 
Human lo v e  an d  d iv in e  lo v e  a r e  v a s t ly  d i f f e r e n t  c o n c e p ts , o u t 
th e  f a c t  re m a in s : th e  u n ic o rn  i s  a n  em bodim ent o f  lo v e .
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Unicorns
P erhap s th e  g r e a t e s t  p r o o f  o f  our d ecad en ce  

I s  t h a t  u n ic o r n s  have become t r i t e .

Somehow

T hey’v e  managed t o  co m m er c ia lize  

U n ico rn s!

C o c k ta i l  n a p k in s , c h i ld r e n ’ s  t o y s -  

U n ico rn s a re  h o t  s e l l e r s .

. . .A n d  th e  r e a l  tr a g e d y  i s .

T h e y 'v e  becom e c o m ic -  

S h e tla n d  p o n ie s  w ith  a h o rn .

Once o n ly  a v i r g i n  co u ld  

A ch iev e  a u n ic o r n ;

Today any l i t t l e  whore who can  p lun k  down th e  money 

Can have one

P la s t e r e d  a c r o s s  h er overw orked c h e s t  

In  m e t a l l i c  c o l o r s .

What can  be u sed  f o r  a c u lt u r e  

 Which s e l l s  C h r is t  sym bols  

A t Fays

For s e v e n - f i f t y ?

T e re sa  N o e l le  R o b erts


	The Unicorn: Creature of Love
	Recommended Citation
	To join the Mythopoeic Society go to: http://www.mythsoc.org/join.htm
	Mythcon 51: A VIRTUAL “HALFLING” MYTHCON
	Mythcon 52: The Mythic, the Fantastic, and the Alien

	Abstract
	Additional Keywords

	tmp.1517333953.pdf.0aWLU

