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Abstract 

The tapestry-set entitled as “La dame à la licorne”, which is kept by the Musée de Cluny - Musée 

national du Moyen Âge in Paris, has been interpreted as a Five-Senses-Cycle. This reading pro-

duces problems such as the surplus of the “mysterious” sixth tapestry. Attempts to reconstruct 

the sequence have failed so far. By proposing a reinterpretation as a unicorn catch, a chrono-

logical order emerges which also includes the sixth piece as a part of the pictorial plot. “La Vue” 

actually represents ‘the banishing of the unicorn with a mirror’, an established French icono-

graphy during the 14th and 15th century. The paper discusses an illumination of the Wharncliffe 

Hours by carving out different layers of meaning in relation to the tapestries. The comparison 

to contemporary images and texts uncovers four keynotes. These motifs concern firstly the 

characteristics of the female protagonist, secondly the unicorn’s preference for music, thirdly 

the ideal setting for the catch and fourthly the horn’s magic power. According to this re-reading 

the cycle visualizes the unicorn becoming yielded to the temptations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



       
 

 
 

Introduction 

On 20th September, 1483, the Dominican Felix Fabri faces a unicorn.1 The encounter has been 

documented in his diary-like Evagatorium in Terrae Sanctae.2 A two day's journey away from 

St. Catherine's Monastery, Mount Sinai, the group of travellers reaches a wondrously fruitful 

valley. There at some distance the author beholds a strange animal. Within the group, a lively 

debate on the species starts. Finally Fabri identifies it. He reports that this kind of beast was 

extraordinarily strong and that it was hunted because of its extremely precious horn. Only vir-

gins were able to capture it. In the end he proudly adds that the animal had remained and 

watched the arrivals curiously. Also when they were removing themselves again it did not try 

to escape. 

The author verifies the unicorn scene by references to the Holy Scripture3 and to the writ-

ings of Albertus Magnus.4 While it is impossible for us not to think of the unicorn as a mythical 

creature, its real existence has become a matter of fact until modern ages by being proven con-

stantly.5 In Fabri’s text-dramaturgy the unicorn enters the scene at a paradisiacal, flourishing 

place in the middle of nowhere. In a similar constellation of absent presence the unicorn ap-

pears in the very well known set of tapestries kept in the Musée de Cluny - Musée national du 

Moyen Âge in Paris. It is labeled as “La dame à la licorne” and has been dated around 1500 

(figs. 1–2, 4–6, 8).6 Each one of the six red-ground images shows a bloomy, tree-covered island 

with a female figure, a unicorn and a lion.    

The existing scholarship on the piece has broadly promoted a fixed and singular interpre-

tation as an allegoric Five-Senses-Cycle.7 The titles VERLET and SALET, accorded to the tap-

estries in 1960, are associated with them until today.8 However, there are three fundamental 

problems caused by this interpretation, which still remain unresolved.9 For decades the fact 

that the unicorn is central for the visual message was simply ignored. At least one of the latest 

publications promisingly entitled as Les Secrets de la licorne addresses this deficit by present-

ing an impressive collection of material but fails to develop a concise re-interpretation for the 

Cluny-set.10 On an analytical level it even falls short of the comprehensive overview and 

knowledge J. W. EINHORN gave in his standard work Spiritalis Unicornis. Das Einhorn als 

Bedeutungsträger in Literatur und Kunst from 1976, which is unfortunately only available in 

German.11 As Laura Weigert points out the problems concerning understanding textile art 

properly, deeply root in the history of art historiography.12 Being the product of highly collab-

orative processes tapestries cannot be attributed to a single author or a genius. Primarily de-

voted to secular subject matters the objects cause various problems of interpretation. Within 



       
 

 
 

the ranking of arts, tapestries – the most prestigiously and expensive medium of medieval rep-

resentation – were devaluated and marginalized as applied art.  

My argument therefore addresses three key issues related to something which has to be 

called a miss-interpretation: Firstly, the pictorial plot is completely discordant with this read-

ing: an iconography of the Five Senses shows – at least in the given examples13 – a single pro-

tagonist as the receiver of the sensual perception. By contrast, different characters experience 

the sensual perception in the series of Paris. While the unicorn appears in profile in “La Vue” 

contemplating its mirror image, in a side scene of “L’Ordorat” a monkey sniffs the flower, and 

in “Le Toucher” the lady and the unicorn perceive the sense of touch (figs. 6, 2, 8). Secondly, a 

reasonable sequence has not been established yet. None of the proposals corresponds to their 

presentation in the Museum.14 Attempts to come up with a medieval concept of the hierarchy 

of senses have failed so far.15 Thirdly, there is the problem of the sixth tapestry. The piece called 

“Mon seul désir” does not correlate to any of the senses (fig. 3). Therefore, it has been separated 

from the series as a prologue or a conclusion.16  

The present article asks: Who is the protagonist and who is the recipient of the actions? 

By re-reading the series, the problem of order will be solved through a reconstruction of the 

narrative. This also includes “Mon seul désir”, which thereby will be re-inserted into the se-

quence. 

 

The hunt of the unicorn – a common theme around 1500 

In Tapestry No. 517 the female protagonist of the series is sitting directly on the ground with a 

mirror in her hand (fig. 5). The lady grasps the neck of the kneeing unicorn with her left hand. 

The beast has put its front hooves on her lap to contemplate its mirror visage. This composition 

is identical to a bas-de-page of the Wharncliffe Hours (fig. 7).18 The posture and gesture of both 

the woman and the animal, is equivalent to that of the figures in the tapestry. The facial ex-

pression of the unicorn is remarkable; the animal seems to smile while watching itself in the 

mirror held by the maiden, a theme which recurs again in the tapestry. 

The obvious source for the symbolic meaning of the animals during Middle Ages was the 

Physiologus.19 This educational text exemplified Christian concepts by describing the charac-

teristics of animals.20 Each chapter contains a description of the animal being and an allegore-

sis based on it.21 Every passage starts with the set phrase “Physiologus dicit”22. In the unicorn-

chapter the sentence “Sic est dominus noster Iesus Christus spiritalis unicornis”23 leads into 

the interpretation in terms of salvific history. Thereby Christ is equated with the unicorn while 

the virgin refers typologically to Mary.24 



       
 

 
 

Illustrations of the virgin with the unicorn were used in sacred and secular context alike.25 

Particularly this specific iconography, which I would like to call the ‘banishing of the unicorn 

with a mirror’, culminates in 14th century especially in France.26 It can appear on its own and 

combined with a chasing or killing scene as well. 

In the light of the considerable stock of medieval unicorn-images, one could argue that 

their visual figuration is quite dynamic. The question is, which standard of knowledge existed 

concerning unicorns around 1500? Which circumstances guarantee a successful catch? And 

why is the unicorn in such high demand in this period? By pointing out four incantations, I 

would like to propose a reinterpretation of the six Parisian tapestries by reconstructing the 

narrative of a triumphant unicorn hunt. 

 

1st magic formula: une juine pucele, bien atornée, jovene et bele 

While the description of the woman in the early Latin Physiologi solely concerns her chastity, 

her appearance is elaborated upon with greater specificity in the medieval texts. The cardinal, 

chronicler and early encyclopaedist Jaques de Vitry (1160/70-1240) describes an adorned vir-

gin.27 In vernacular bestiaries, Pierre de Beauvais depicts her as beautiful and Gervaise char-

acterizes her to be well adorned.28 The virgin of the Livre des Secrez de la Nature is pictured 

as a beautiful girl.29  

The motif of adornment continues throughout the whole Cluny set. All the garments are 

made from precious brocades, velvets and damasked silks. In each one of the tapestries, the 

lady wears a jewelry set of a collier and a metallic belt in different variations. In this context, 

the attention has to be focused on her headdress: It develops from a schapel (a kind of metal 

floral wreath) and a transparent veil in Tapestry No. 1 to a coif in No. 2, a turban with frontal 

feather in No. 3 and from a complex hairstyle with vertically raised frontal braid in No.’s 4 and 

5 to a golden one-edged head piece, which is best described as a unicorn-crown, in No. 6. 

Tapestry No. 1 can be understood as some kind of profane epiphany that introduces the 

protagonist in a courteous and noble manner (fig. 1). It should be noted that the plot of the 

series is phrased lyrically, rather than epically. In any case, there is an action developing which 

starts in Tapestry No. 2 (fig. 2). Here for the first time the act of adornment is explicitly artic-

ulated. The female protagonist binds flowers into a wreath. In context of a unicorn hunt this 

activity must be allocated to its preparatory tasks, as a beautifully adorned virgin is required 

by the texts. Related to this, I would like to point on a Florentine engraving, showing a lady 

wearing a wreath of blossoms and unicorn (fig. 3). A temporal moment which supports this 



       
 

 
 

chronological proposal in detail becomes manifest in the roses, which are growing on the es-

palier in No. 1. The cut blossoms are kept in a basket in No. 2. 

The issue of adornment as a ceremonial action is widely broached and commemorated in 

Tapestry No. 3 (fig. 4). Here the lady is shown taking some precious jewels with a noble gesture 

from an open chest handed by her maid. It is part of the preparation for the unicorn catch, but 

intensified in comparison to No. 2. The motto written in golden letters “A MON SEUL DESIR: 

V” signifies the further designation. It represents the principal of the set as the initiator of the 

unicorn catch. 

 

 

 

Fig. 1: Tapestry No. 1, (“Le Gout”; Wool/Silk, 375 x 460 cm, 1484–1500, France/Netherlands), 
Paris Musée de Cluny 

 



       
 

 
 

 

Fig. 2: Tapestry No. 2, (“L’Ordorat”; Wool/Silk, 367 x 322 cm, 1484–1500,  
France/Netherlands), Paris Musée de Cluny 

 



       
 

 
 

 

Fig. 3: Marietta (Engraving, 1465–80, Florence) 
Note the empty shields! 

 

 

Fig. 4: Tapestry No. 3, (“Mon seul désir”; Wool/Silk, 378 x 466 cm, 1484–1500, France/Netherlands),  

Paris, Musée de Cluny 



       
 

 
 

2nd magic formula: the monoceros loves the joy very much 

While the first three tapestries illustrate the preconditions of the upcoming catch, the virgin 

now starts to lure the unicorn. 

“There is an animal, which is called monoceros. In that area there is a huge lake. Just 

before the animals assemble there, the snake has arrived and has thrown its venom into the 

water. When the animals notice the poison, they do not risk drinking, but wait for the monoc-

eros. It arrives and immediately goes into the lake, makes the sign of a cross with its horn and 

hence let vanish the power of the poison. His second nature: The animal, I am speaking of the 

monoceros, loves the joy very much. Well, what are those people doing who hunt it? They take 

drums, trumpets, strings and what [else] people come up with, move to the place where the 

animal is, and perform a dance by playing the trumpets and whatever else they have and shout 

loudly while dancing. They put a single woman somewhere next to a tree close to it [the uni-

corn]. They adorn her and give her a rope, which is fixed on a tree. When the monoceros hears 

the noise it comes closer, watches and listens to what they are doing, but does not risk to ap-

proach them. However, when it sees the woman resting [there] alone, it comes close and rubs 

against her knees. While the woman becalms it, it falls asleep. Then she enchains it with the 

rope, takes it away and transfers it. But the monoceros awakes and cannot walk anymore, be-

cause it is kept down by the rope. Being very oppressed it drops its horn and runs away. Then 

the huntsmen take the horn as it is useful as a remedy for the snake.”30 

This text was written in Greek in the 14th century. It illustrates the unicorn’s preference 

for music and dance. Its visual equivalent can be found in the bas-de-page of the Wharncliffe 

Hours: On the right there is a gleeman sitting in the tree playing the bagpipe (fig. 7). Two cou-

ples are dancing beneath him.  

According to J. W. EINHORN this preference for music is rooted in the C-Version of Phys-

iologus:31 There it is written “Quando tamen tripudiando discurrit, sic modo comprehendi-

tur”32 (“But when it prances back and forth, it can be captured in this manner”).  

The mannered posture and punchy facial expression of the unicorn in Tapestry No. 4 (fig. 

5) is striking. It is the scene in which the lady plays the portative organ assisted by her maiden. 

While the bodies of the animals are turned towards the center of the image in Nos. 1–3, they 

are inverted in this piece. The body of the unicorn has been cut, his back partly disappears 

behind the major group of humans. The forelegs are lifted from the ground. Its head is turned 

back into the direction of sound. The ears are lifted, its visage depicts a strong arousal, remi-

niscent of medieval drolleries. It can be stated that the heraldic representation binding for the 

first three pieces has been given up in favor of expression. The intention is to show the reaction 



       
 

 
 

of the unicorn to the sound of music according to the text examples given above in order to 

align the formal, pictorial attributes with those in the story.  

 

 

Fig. 5: Tapestry No. 4, (“L’Ouïe”; Wool/Silk, 370 x 290 cm, 1484–1500,  
France/Netherlands), Paris, Musée de Cluny 



       
 

 
 

3rd magic formula: in deserto iuxta arborem 

Such as in the Evagatorium in Sanctae Terrae, mentioned above, the hunting of the unicorn 

generally takes place in a deserted area. This was already elaborated in the Version B of Phys-

iologus (around 400 AD), written in Latin, which served as the model for the vernacular bes-

tiaries.33 Here, the woman is left alone in the forest. 34 According to the oldest French adaption 

1121 by Philippe de Thaon the unicorn catch takes place in the woods.35 In his bestiary, dated 

in the beginning of 13th century, the author, Gervaise, has the unicorn graze in an abandoned 

mountainous landscape.36 There the virgin is placed. After coming close to her, the unicorn 

falls asleep and is enchained by her. The Hildesheim edition of the legend by Priest John, a 

retranslation of the French adaption back into Latin, speaks of a deserted area with a tree 

where the unicorn becomes tame and kneels down.37 By lying down its head onto the lady’s lap, 

it falls asleep. Then the virgin puts the animal in chains and leads it as she pleases. 

J. W. EINHORN has indexed a multiplicity of images, showing the hunt for the unicorn 

in a forest-like setting.38 His findings show that the tree as a sort of leitmotif can be derived 

from the texts. This applies at least for the both topics discussed in this paper, which have to 

be regarded separately: ‘The Hunt for the Unicorn’, in which the unicorn is killed and ‘The 

Capture of the Unicorn’, in which it stays alive. 

The tree-covered island, which is referenced six times, is a chief characteristic of the Paris-

cycle. It is all the more surprising that only in Tapestry No. 5 the binding scheme of four trees 

is given up in favor of an arrangement of oak trees and thorn apples in pairs (fig. 6). According 

to my thesis, this can be understood as local shift from civilization to wilderness. This reading 

is supported by the fact that in comparison to Nos. 1–4, the inventory is missing in Tapestry 

No. 5: The other pictures are furnished by movable pieces of the scenery such as the rose trellis, 

the pavilion and several stools. While the level has been completely flat before it is slightly 

vaulted here. This indicates that No. 5 is an attempt to visualize a very specific environment in 

accordance with written sources. 

The unicorn leaves the role as a heraldic supporter in order to become a fully equal pro-

tagonist of the pictorial plot in Tapestry No. 5. Formally, we can observe the strongest break 

within the series here. The lady’s female assistant figure has disappeared. According to the 

traditional texts, the virgin is exposed to the unicorn alone. Moreover, this allows one to iden-

tify the picture based on the primary iconography. The special picture format could provide 

clues as to where it might have been hung in a domestic setting, such as a chimney. 

 



       
 

 
 

 

Fig. 6: Tapestry No. 5, (“La Vue”; Wool/Silk, 310 x 330 cm, 1484–1500, France/Netherlands),  
Paris Musée de Cluny 

 
 

4th magic formula: Touch 

The antidotal effect attributed to the horn of the unicorn has already been mentioned here. The 

use of unicorn (or narwhale, as we know today) relics can be traced back to the 11th century.39 

In courtly context, the precious item of natural produce was in great demand as an antidote to 

deadly poisons. Written sources prove the use of unicorn for instance as part of the table cul-

ture at the Burgundian court under the regency of Charles the Bold (1467–1477).40 Within the 

field of pharmacy, unicorn powder became available to the solvent public. Tenfold the value of 

gold had to be paid for the substance in 1536 in Paris.41  



       
 

 
 

The 14th-century-version of the Physiologus, cited above, is some early evidence for the 

unicorn’s ability to decontaminate water. The idea of the unicorn as a remedy was popularized 

from the 15th to the 17th century through cultural practices, texts, or through the specific icono-

graphy showing the unicorn by the waterside.42 The earliest pictorial records can be found 

around 1450.43  

In the main miniature of the discussed Wharncliffe Hours “Saint John with the poisoned 

cup” appears (fig. 7). Standing before Aristodamus, he is forced to drink the poisoned wine, 

which he blesses. The deadly poison, which has already evolved its fatal effect on the two crim-

inals lying on the ground, escapes in the shape of the snake. Below, the specific iconography of 

the unicorn by the water is set aside in favor of showing the unicorn’s capture. However, it 

actually alludes to water by showing the fountain and the stream.44 It reflects on the topic of 

the main miniature typologically. It has to be assumed that contemporaries could follow the 

analogy of the apotropaic unicorn and Saint John’s poison miracle.  

In his Bonum universale de apibus, finished in 1263, Thomas of Cantimpré renders the 

capture of the unicorn as an appropriate example for chastity.45 “Cuius cornu, ut vidimus in 

Brugensi ecclesia Flandriae septem pedum in longitudine, virgo manibus apprehenso, flexi-

bilem reddit, et animis moderatum.”46  

The final scene is Tapestry No. 6 (fig. 8). Here, the order of the four-trees-pattern is re-

stored again. The virgin leads the unicorn at his horn. The fabulous beast seems to be tamed 

and is subordinated to the lady in seize. The animals of the Mille-Fleur-background are notice-

able for being axially aligned and in chains. The idea of the virgin leading the unicorn is the 

core of the Physiological literature. The crowned female figure appears increased in proportion 

to all the other images. She carries the banners herself and marks the central line of this com-

position. While she appears to be withdrawn and completely immersed into her tasks in Nos. 

1–5, now her eyes are wide open and her gaze is directed into the distance, out of the picture 

frame. 

 

 



       
 

 
 

 

Fig. 7: Maître François (?), Wharncliffe Hours: main miniature: Saint John with the poisoned cup,  
Basde-Page: banishing the unicorn with a mirror (1470/80s, France) 
Melbourne, National Gallery of Victoria, MS Felton 1 (1072/3) fol. 7r 

 



       
 

 
 

 

Fig. 8: Tapestry No. 6, (“Le Toucher”; Wool/Silk, 372 x 358 cm, 1484–1500,  
France/Netherlands), Paris, Musée de Cluny 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



       
 

 
 

Patronage – Function – Heraldry  

Of great visual impact are the armorial bearings. Due to the high number of crescents even 

some oriental provenance was hypothesized in the 19th century.47 Actually, it is the coat of arms 

of the Le Viste-family,48 gules, a bend azure charged with three crescents argent. Most probably 

it was Jean IV Le Viste (about 1431–1500), scion of a bourgeois family of lawyers from Lyon,49 

who commissioned the set. 50 In 1464, he is mentioned as “conseiller lai au Parlement” 51 in 

Paris. After having held several royal offices Jean is appointed as President of the royal court, 

one of the highest positions of the kingdom, under King Charles VIII of France in 1489.52 Ac-

cording to FEDOU’s analysis, the Le Vistes are representative for the so-called Classe de la 

Robe, families who aspirated to be ennobled.53 By orientating towards courtly culture and 

adopting it, those parvenus legitimized their position. To paraphrase Marshall McLuhan’s fa-

mous dictum, 54 choosing the medium of tapestry priory reserved to courtly representation due 

to their high costs being a message itself.55 In the following, it will be explained how the dynas-

tic signs are presented and how this works together with the narrative. 

In the Tapestries Nos. 1 and 2 the crests are displayed four times. This representation 

becomes minimized from a triple in No. 3, via a duad in No. 4 to a single in No. 5. In the latter 

only the lion remains a heraldic supporter. Whilst reducing the extensive armorial show, the 

story strives to its climax, which is evidently the capture, represented in Tapestry No. 5. After 

the catch the emblematic setting has changed: The magical horn is subordinated to the con-

ducting lady, both together are subordinated to the Le Viste’s banners. The precious magical 

horn and the family’s sign are conjunct through the contact embodied by the female key figure. 

Having framed the scene before, the armorial bearings are part of the main action now. This 

revaluation is the final result of the successful capture. 

This explicit desirousness directed to the unicorn’s horn can be compared to the tapestry 

called “The Unicorn is Killed and Brought to the Castle” of the Metropolitan Museum in New 

York (fig. 9).56 Within the crowd the key scene is embedded at the center of the composition 

into a synchronously constructed visual narrative, which is developed semi-circularly. One of 

the returning huntsmen holds the horn of the slain unicorn, which is additionally fixed by an 

oak branch. He points to the main characters, a noble couple followed by his entourage, with 

the right hand. The lady’s gesture, opening the palm of her left hand, signifies that she is about 

to receive the horn. With her right hand she is touching her rosary, which shows her religious-

ness. The purpose of the hunt is handing the horn of the unicorn over to the sovereign for the 

collective good of the people, represented by the crowd and the townscape.57 



       
 

 
 

The term “pictorial intelligence”58 seems to illustrate the great challenge in how to best 

blend the heraldic and the narrative aspect. Formally, the set realizes first of all the heraldic 

color concept, by putting the island in blue on the red ground. Apart from Tapestry No. 5, 

which reverts to a common iconography, it lacks – as far as we know – comparable concepts 

for monumental cycles of the unicorn capture. Therefore, the creators had to invent the visual 

narrative by using the knowledge available from the textual tradition only. As social climbers 

the Le Vistes mangle a long dynastic tradition, which had to be compensated. By adopting and 

incorporating the unicorn, a sign which was heavily loaded with sacred and secular meaning, 

the ordering family tries to aggrandize itself. 

 

 

Fig. 9: The Unicorn Tapestries, The Unicorn is killed and brought to the Castle  
(Tapestry, 1496–1505, Southern Netherlands) New York Metropolitan Museum 
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