



[image: Cover]





        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    

UNICORNS


The Myths, Legends, & Lore


SKYE ALEXANDER


[image: ]


Avon, Massachusetts




Dedication


In memory of my wild, strong, and magnificent unicorn, Ron Conroy—may you be forever free






“Always be yourself.
Unless you can be a unicorn.
In that case,
always be a unicorn.”


—Elle Lothlorien, Alice in Wonderland, A Novel
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INTRODUCTION
The Magic and Mystery of the Unicorn




“Of all the legendary animals of art, folklore and literature, the Unicorn is the one with the greatest hold on our imaginations.”


—Nancy Hathaway, The Unicorn





STRONG YET GENTLE, innocent yet wise, beautiful beyond imagination, unicorns have fascinated us since the dawn of time. Prehistoric artists painted them on cave walls 15,000 years ago. Alexander the Great claimed to have ridden one. England’s Queen Elizabeth I owned two of their horns, worth about $20 million in today’s money.


The story of the unicorn is rooted deep in our hearts today, just as our ancestors venerated these magical creatures. The insights that myths, legends, and lore convey resonate with us as truth—which is why the unicorn’s story has endured for millennia and shows no signs of disappearing. As you flip through the pages of this book, you’ll read about what unicorns represent to us, in stories from the ancient past and today.




“The legs, so delicately shaped, balanced a body wrought of finest ivory. And as he moved, his coat shone like reflected moonlight. High on his forehead rose the magic horn, the sign of his uniqueness: a tower held upright by his alert, yet gentle, timid gait.”


—Rainer Maria Rilke





Unicorns represent peace and harmony and a compassionate way of living. They teach us that those who possess true power, self-confidence, and wisdom tread gently in the world and care for the innocent and vulnerable. If necessary, unicorns will defend themselves and their kind, but they never do so unless they’re attacked first.


Nor do unicorns stoop to lies, chicanery, or stupidity. Instead, they possess the traits of all great heroes: honesty, devotion, respect, inner strength, wisdom, and courage. They can’t be bought or manipulated. What’s more, they go about their business with genuine modesty, even though they know that they are the most exquisite creatures ever to set foot on Planet Earth. In short, they give us hope. If we let them, they’ll guide us toward a more enlightened existence. What’s not to love?


“My guess is that we seek them not merely for their beauty, even though they are more than beautiful enough. I think they call to our hearts so strongly because they represent something sadly lost; their very presence sings of the ancient wonder pervading the natural world, a sense of wonder hard to hold in these modern times,” explains Bruce Coville, author of A Glory of Unicorns and The Unicorn Chronicles. “Underlying our desire for unicorns, I suspect, is a longing for purity, a memory of magic, an aching need to recover innocence. In their horns, their eyes, their very being, they carry the hope of healing, the promise of grace.”


MEETING THE ELUSIVE UNICORN


We’ve always admired unicorns’ power and majesty. These awe-inspiring creatures might lay their heads in the laps of young ladies and allow children to pat them, yet they retain their properties of strength, intelligence, intuition, and independence. No human can trap a unicorn unless the beast allows it to happen. Its wildness and freedom are part of what entices us; we may be just a bit envious of the unicorn’s ability to exist beyond the limitations of our humdrum, everyday world.


Only a virgin can enchant the unicorn. Medieval troubadours, Renaissance painters, and modern-day novelists incorporated this theme into art and literature. The unicorn itself came to symbolize purity on every level. Christianity even chose the unicorn as a symbol for Christ and the virgin as his mother, Mary.


Until the eighteenth century, explorers, adventurers, naturalists, and anthropologists searched the vast plains of Africa, scaled the mountain peaks in Asia, and penetrated deep into the dark forests of Europe in hopes of finding the unicorn. Everywhere they went, they met people who claimed to have seen unicorns—and even hunted them. In this book, you’ll read the stories of people who’ve been fortunate enough to encounter these most magical and mystical of animals.




What Do You Know about Unicorns?


Before we start, let’s see how much you already know about unicorns:




	What color are unicorns?


	What animal does the unicorn most closely resemble?


	What is the unicorn’s natural enemy?


	What country uses the unicorn as its symbol?


	What creature’s horn was often mistaken for the unicorn’s?
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Of all the strange beasts that have inhabited our world, unicorns are among the most mystical and magical. Their powers can bring blessings to your life, whether you encounter one in person, in a tale told ’round a fire, or in the pages of a book. Let your unicorn quest begin!





PART I
U IS FOR UNICORN




“Now I will believe That there are unicorns . . .”


—William Shakespeare, The Tempest
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CHAPTER 1
The Unicorn Myth




“Unicorns are immortal. It is their nature to live alone in one place: usually a forest where there is a pool clear enough for them to see themselves—for they are a little vain, knowing themselves to be the most beautiful creatures in all the world, and magic besides.”


—Peter S. Beagle, The Last Unicorn





SINCE ANTIQUITY, UNICORNS have pranced through the imaginations of people of all ages, in all cultures around the globe. They’ve inspired some of the world’s greatest writers and artists, and intrigued leading figures in history, including Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Genghis Khan, Queen Elizabeth I, Marco Polo, and more. Alexander even claimed to have ridden one. But our fascination with the unicorn isn’t a thing of the distant past. In fact, the unicorn’s popularity is greater now than ever before. A Google search of unicorns turns up more than 60 million results. Amazon lists nearly 15,000 books about unicorns. Dozens of movies and TV shows have featured this magical beast and still captivate audiences today.


Why does this mythical creature continue to beguile us? Obviously, something much deeper and more profound than what initially meets the eye is going on here.
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THE STORY OF THE UNICORN


Once upon a time, long, long ago in a land far away, a king and his young daughter lived in a magnificent castle deep within the forest. The princess was the most beautiful human being on earth, kind, innocent, and pure of heart. One sunny day, the girl decided to go for a walk in the woods to collect wildflowers. All around her, she heard the songs of birds and delighted in the rainbow colors of the flowers at her feet.


But as she wandered deeper into the forest, the birdsong ceased and the flowers vanished. Now the frightened princess saw only tangled vines, gnarled trees, and parched grass, and she realized she’d become hopelessly lost. As the sun set in the west, the vines began tugging at the girl’s gown, dragging her farther into the dark woods, and she fainted from fear.


When she awoke, the princess found herself lying in a clearing. Nearby, she spotted a delicate creature as beautiful as herself. It resembled a small, white horse or perhaps a deer, but with a single, spiral-shaped horn sprouting from its forehead. She wondered in amazement—could it be?


For centuries people had told tales of the mythical unicorn, an animal of such grace, perfection, and virtue that none could compare to it. But its most incredible quality was its magical horn, which everyone believed would cure illness and purify poisoned water. In an attempt to obtain that wondrous horn, men had hunted the gentle unicorn for many years but none had ever captured it.


The radiant white beast trotted toward the princess, recognizing in her another soul as pure as itself, and knelt beside her. No longer afraid, the princess climbed on the unicorn’s back and they galloped through the dark forest back to the castle.


But when they arrived at the palace and the king’s men laid eyes on the unicorn, the soldiers grabbed their spears and sharpened their swords. At last, they thought, we shall ensnare the wondrous creature and take its magical horn—and they quickly surrounded it.


“No, no!” cried the princess, wrapping her arms around the unicorn’s neck.


Then the king emerged from the palace and approached his daughter, but the girl refused to let go of the unicorn. “Father, you must protect him. He rescued me when I became lost in the forest. He saved my life.”


The king ordered his men to sheath their weapons and waved them all away. He hugged the princess and thanked the unicorn for bringing her home safe. As he gazed into the beast’s lovely blue eyes, the king realized that of all the world’s creatures, the unicorn was the purest and most innocent. Thus, he proclaimed the unicorn to be a sacred animal and forbade anyone ever to hunt it. The king opened the castle’s gates and freed the unicorn—and no one except the pure of heart would ever see it again.


CHRISTIANITY AND THE UNICORN


During the first centuries of Christianity, as the new religion gained ground in the Middle East and Europe, the story of the unicorn became interwoven with the story of Christ. Early Christians created an allegory that associated the unicorn with Jesus because of its purity, whereas the maiden princess represented the Virgin Mary. The unicorn’s magical horn, with its power to dissolve poison, served as a metaphor for Christ the Redeemer removing sin from the world. The hunt for the unicorn symbolized the Passion of Christ. Later, during the medieval and Renaissance periods, this version of the myth inspired great tapestries, mosaics, and other religious artwork (see Chapters 5 and 6).


According to another story, the unicorn appeared in the Garden of Eden. Adam, having been given the honor of naming the animals, chose to name the exquisitely beautiful unicorn first. Some tales say that when Adam and Eve were banished from the Garden, only the loyal unicorn came away with them. According to Saint Hildegard von Bingen (1098–1179), however, the innocent unicorn was allowed to return to Paradise once every century. While there, it drank the sacred waters and ate the holy vegetation that grew only in that heavenly realm, and thus renewed its strength.
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The Garden of Eden by Lucas Cranach the Elder, 1530





Unicorns in the Bible


The unicorn turns up in the Bible in a number of places. In the King James Version of the Book of Daniel 8:5, for instance, Daniel has a vision of a strange animal: “And as I was considering, behold, a he-goat came from the west on the face of the whole earth, and touched not the ground: and the goat had a notable horn between his eyes.”


Other references include:




	God brought them out of Egypt; he hath as it were the strength of an unicorn.” (Numbers 23:22)


	His glory is like the firstling of his bullock, and his horns are like the horns of unicorns: with them he shall push the people together to the ends of the earth.” (Deuteronomy 33:17)


	Save me from the lion’s mouth; for thou hast heard me from the horns of unicorns.” (Psalms 22:21)


	He maketh them [the cedars of Lebanon] also to skip like a calf; Lebanon and Sirion like a young unicorn.” (Psalms 29:6)


	But my horn shalt thou exalt like the horn of the unicorn: I shall be anointed with fresh oil.” (Psalms 92:10)


	And the unicorns shall come down with them, and the bullocks with their bulls; and their land shall be soaked with blood, and their dust made fat with fatness.” (Isaiah 34:7)





However, not all texts consider the animal mentioned in the Old Testament to be a unicorn. The Babylonian Talmud, for one, calls it a tachash, an ancient multicolored desert animal with a single horn. After helping to build the Tabernacle, mythology tells us the tachash became extinct.


The Re’em



The unicorn’s inclusion in the Bible dates back to the period between 300 and 200 B.C.E., when a group of seventy scholars in Alexandria, Egypt, embarked on the task of translating ancient Jewish scripture into Greek. Among these texts they found the word re’em, which in Hebrew referred to a large, horned beast. The scholars translated the word as monokeros, meaning “one horn.” Most likely, these interpreters had knowledge of the earlier unicorn legends that had existed for centuries before the time of Christ. Like the unicorn, the wild re’em was notoriously untamable as well as strong and graceful, so their take on it is understandable.


They produced a work known as the Septuagint, which served as an early source for the Old Testament of the Bible. The translators of the 1611 Authorized King James Version picked up this interpretation and repeated it—and so the unicorn continued to grace the pages of Christianity’s holy book for centuries.


No Unicorns on Noah’s Ark


A legend claims that the reason unicorns no longer exist on earth is that, when it came time for all the animals to get on Noah’s Ark, these independent creatures refused. Instead, they continued frolicking with their fellows as the Ark weighed anchor. Another tale says that Noah decided he couldn’t take both the lions and the unicorns on the boat because these longtime enemies would just end up fighting the whole time. He chose to save the lions instead of the unicorns.


According to Geraldine McCaughrean in her 1997 children’s book Unicorns! Unicorns! the compassionate unicorns missed the boat because they helped the other animals get onboard, instead of trying to save themselves. Shel Silverstein, in his poem “The Unicorn” from the poetry collection Where the Sidewalk Ends, tells us the unicorns hid from Noah, “playin’ silly games” as the rain began pelting down, and thus got left behind. Silverstein’s lyrics were later put to music in a popular song by the Irish Rovers.


Some versions of this story say the unicorns swam beside the Ark for forty days and forty nights, but never came onboard. As a result, the unicorn became extinct after the Flood.


“The Giant of the Flood” in Jewish Fairy Tales and Legends, by Aunt Naomi (1919), however, tells us that the unicorn did, in fact, survive the Flood. In her version of the tale, Noah wants to save the unicorn from the deluge he realizes is imminent, but he doesn’t know where to find one. A giant named Og, who hopes Noah will save him too, fetches the sought-after unicorn—but the beast is so enormous that it won’t fit on the Ark. Instead, Noah decides to tie it by its horn to the Ark so the unicorn can swim alongside. Og climbs onto the creature’s back and rides along as well for forty days and forty nights, until the waters recede and the Ark comes to rest atop Mount Ararat. From then on, the giant becomes Noah’s servant.


Aunt Naomi’s story doesn’t explain how the unicorn perpetuated itself through the ages, however, considering that only one of its species came along for the big boat ride. Perhaps unicorns, being the magical creatures we know them to be, can clone themselves or reproduce asexually, like algae. Hey, it could happen, right?


SYMBOLS OF COURTLY LOVE


During the late medieval period, around the end of the eleventh century or so, ideas about love and relationships between men and women started to change—at least among members of the court. Beginning in the south of France, poets and troubadours touted the concept of amour courtois or courtly love, which soon spread to other parts of Europe and Britain. This highly structured, formalized code of behavior stated that a male suitor must worship and serve his lady—a woman who, by the way, was usually not his wife.




The Five Features of Courtly Love


According to Irving Singer, author of The Nature of Love, courtly love consisted of five features:




“(1) Sexual love between men and women is in itself something splendid, an ideal worth striving for; (2) love ennobles both the lover and the beloved; (3) being an ethical and aesthetic attainment, sexual love cannot be reduced to mere libidinal impulse; (4) love pertains to courtesy and courtship but is not necessarily related to the institution of marriage; (5) love is an intense, passionate relationship that establishes a holy oneness between man and woman.”








At the time, marriages among the royalty and nobility were arranged for political reasons, and love rarely factored into these matches. Therefore, a man’s passion and erotic love were diverted to another source: a lady of the court whom he promised to honor, obey, and pledge himself—even to the point of death. Such idealized romances, however, weren’t supposed to be consummated, as the church considered infidelity a mortal sin.


Chivalry and thwarted desire fueled much great literature and art of the period. Soon, poets, musicians, and artists began linking the courtly lover with the unicorn and his lady with the virgin to whom the beast is drawn. The unicorn myth had always contained spiritual elements and the ideal of chaste devotion, so the symbolism seemed a natural extension: a wild and powerful creature who can be tamed only by a virtuous maiden.




“That the maiden and the Unicorn are more like chaste and secret lovers—And that a virgin ignorant of corporeal desire is more likely to receive wisdoms of the spirit.”


—Michael Green, De Historia et Veritate Unicornis
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A Symbol of Chivalry


“Considering that chastity was one of the foremost chivalric virtues, we are not surprised to find the unicorn figured on many knightly seals and coats of arms,” writes Odell Shepard in The Lore of the Unicorn. “There was something essentially aristocratic about him. His kinship to the horse, always associated with knighthood, was suggestive, but more important was the headlong enthusiasm of his devotion to beautiful women. He was fierce and proud and dangerous to his foes, as a knight should be, and he was also gentle; he had the dignity of solitude; he was beautiful and strong; most significant of all, he was a protector and champion of other beasts against the wiles of their enemies.”





ASIAN UNICORNS


Thus far we’ve talked mostly about unicorns in the Western tradition, but Asia and the Middle East also have rich bodies of unicorn folklore. Eastern mythology tells us that the unicorn was the first created and the most perfect of all animals ever to inhabit earth. So compassionate was this beautiful creature that it wouldn’t hurt a fly—literally. In fact, it delicately avoided crushing insects when it walked and wouldn’t even eat fruit; its hooves barely skimmed the grass. Perhaps this reflects the concept of ahimsa in Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain doctrines, which honors the sacredness in all beings and prohibits anyone from inflicting injury on any creature.


The gentle and wild unicorn, legend said, would continue to shun the world and stay hidden in the mystical realms until human beings gave up their evil ways. Only then would the unicorn allow itself to be tamed, for then neither it nor any animal on earth would suffer fear or pain again.




“It was said to be so sensitive it could feel the weight of a shadow cast by the light of the moon. All animals became tame around the unicorn. Rain and fire did its bidding, and when it plucked a leaf, two grew in its place. The unicorn’s voice was sweet and delicate, with the sound of a thousand wind chimes.”


—All about Unicorns, www.allaboutunicorns.com





The Chinese Qilin


Chinese mythology speaks of a fanciful and auspicious creature called the qilin. This hybrid beast often combines the body of a deer or a tiger, the tail of an ox, the hooves of a horse, and the head of a dragon. Not only that, it also sports the green scales of a fish. Some depictions show it with wings, or at least give it the ability to fly, signified by clouds at its feet. A single horn protrudes from its forehead, but it sometimes curves backward, unlike the typical Western unicorn’s straight, spiral-shaped horn.


Considered one of the “Four Benevolent Animals,” the qilin was said to rule over all the other terrestrial creatures. As such, it offered protection, guidance, and prosperity to those who respected it. It also possessed the gift of prophesy. And, like its Western cousin, the qilin was linked with purity, harmony, and gentleness.


Other sources, including Chinese Mythology by Anthony Christie, describe the qilin (k’i-lin or chii-lin) as having the body of a deer, the tail and hooves of an ox, and the requisite single horn. This Chinese unicorn is portrayed as intelligent and just, a being that supports goodness and never harms anyone except those who are evil. It only appeared to wise rulers. When a qilin was sighted, it confirmed that the emperor had heaven’s blessing and the legitimate right to rule his people.
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Military Unicorns


During the Qing dynasty in China, which lasted from 1644 until 1911, the qilin became a symbol of first-grade military officials of the Imperial Court. Believed to possess intelligence and the power to bring a family prosperity and success, the mystical creature also represented high moral character.





Japan’s Kirin


In Japanese mythology we find the kirin and the sin-you. The kirin displays the shy, docile nature we usually associate with unicorns in the West, but the sin-you has a more judgmental side. Legend says it possessed the ability to determine right from wrong and could see into the souls of people to perceive their guilt or innocence. If the sin-you decided someone was guilty, it sentenced the wrongdoer to death and impaled the culprit through the heart with its horn.




The Drink of Unicorns


What do unicorns drink? How about Kirin Ichiban beer? Since its introduction in 1998, Kirin Ichiban has made its mark among beer lovers in both the East and the West. The unicorn’s auspicious symbolism, plus its connection with peace and prosperity, were good reasons to name a tasty brew after him. Kirin Ichiban’s manufacturers capitalized on the unicorn’s legendary purity when naming their product and use the slogan “Beer at Its Purest.” If you don’t speak Japanese, ichiban means “first.”





Vietnamese and Korean Unicorns


Vietnamese folklore mentions a creature called the qué ly or lan that bears similarities to the unicorn. It first made an appearance about 2,700 years ago in tales from the Duong Dynasty, where it symbolized prosperity. Like the Chinese, the Vietnamese consider the unicorn to be one of the four sacred creatures—along with the dragon, the phoenix, and the tortoise—and have decorated many temples with its image.


Westerners might have a hard time identifying the qué ly or qué lan as a unicorn, however, for it usually appears with a dragon-like head and the body of a horse. Some descriptions say it has the mouth of a crocodile, the nose of a lion, the ears of a dog, and the feet and horn of a deer. It may even have fish scales covering its body and a moustache like a catfish’s. Furthermore, it can change its appearance, so it won’t look the same at all times to all people. A benevolent creature, the Vietnamese unicorn is believed to bring good luck, happiness, and longevity.




Heralds of the Rains


The Vietnamese celebrate the unicorn on the full moon of the eighth month by dressing up in costumes and masks. The festivities include hanging an effigy of a unicorn and shooting arrows at it while people sing. Tradition says that after the celebration is finished and the singing stops, the annual monsoon rains will begin.





In 2011, the Korean Central News Agency circulated a news report speculating that the Kiringul, translated as the “Unicorn Lair,” had been located in North Korea, thus claiming Kiringul. However, Kiringul’s historical significance also spills over into mythology as an ancient site visited by King Tongmyong, the founder of the ancient kingdom of Koguryo, who supposedly rode a kirin. Neither remains nor living kirins were discovered at the lair.
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The Persian Karkadann


Persian culture has its version of the unicorn, too, but unlike the gentle creatures of Western mythology, their karkadann comes across as a ferocious warrior. Persian legends describe it as having three hooves on each leg, which make it seem as if the beast would lumber about clumsily tripping over its own feet, rather than displaying the grace we usually associate with unicorns. Some tales say it has six eyes and nine mouths, but can change its shape at will. Most impressive is the creature’s horn of pure gold. Said to be born in the midst of battle, this fierce animal resembles a rhinoceros with a lion’s tail. Perhaps the rhino did, indeed, foster the conception of the karkadann in the minds of its believers, for its prominent horn curves like that of the rhinoceros.
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