@he @elegt‘aph News Sport Business Money Travel Tools Opinion Ukraine Health Recommended Lifestyle C

UK news Politics World

Donald Trump Health news Defence Science Education Environment

Investigations

L0
i

Global Health Security Royals

Oxford mythical beast carving mistaken as

cow for 500 years

Study of decorative bosses on ceiling of university’s Divinity School reveals fierce monoceros

was wrongly recorded as a ‘tangled calf”’

Dalya Alberge
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The carving of a monoceros that had been mistaken as a cow

A mythical beast has been identified in ceiling carvings at Oxford
University, after being mistaken for a cow for 500 years.

The monoceros, a fierce horned creature, was wrongly described as a
“tangled calf” in archival records documenting the 15th-century
carvings in the Bodleian Library’s Divinity School.

The “revelation” emerged during the most comprehensive study
undertaken of the ceiling’s 465 decorative ceiling bosses or keystones,
which were carved between 1480 and 14:83.

A squirrel hidden in a nut tree and a man wrestling a bear are among
the other extraordinary carvings whose intricate details can now be
seen clearly through digital 3D models.
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The Divinity School’s gravity-defying stone vaulted ceiling was
described by Sir Nikolaus Pevsner, an architectural historian, as “one
of the marvels” of Oxford. It has frequently been seen in films, such as
Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, where the location was used
as the Hogwarts’s infirmary.

Its ceiling consists of elaborate lierne vaulting with bosses designed
by William Orchard, a master mason. The vault spans 87 by 31ft and
boasts carved foliage, heraldic shields and religious figures such as
Saint Veronica, among other decorative features.

The new images will enable greater understanding of the carvings’
symbolism, heraldry and religious iconography.

Other carvings depict heraldry and religious iconography

Dr Duncan Taylor, an Oxford-based medieval historian, told The
Telegraph: “I’ve spent years looking at these things and, to be able to
see them up close in that detail, is just a revelation. Wait till you see
the 3D models. It’s very difficult not to be excited by them.”
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He said that while archives described the carving as a calf, he had
judged, through binoculars and “about 30 feet away”, that it could be a

boar. However, he added: “When we looked at the 3D model, we
realised that, what was assumed to be an ear, is actually a twirly horn.”

Dr Taylor said that, while the monoceros appears in medieval
illuminated manuscripts, no more than a handful are known to have
been carved.

“The monoceros was often conflated with the unicorn, which was
used as an allegorical figure for Christ and it may therefore be a
reference to Christ in this context,” he said.

“Descriptions of the beast appear from as early as classical times. Like
a unicorn, it had a single horn growing out of its forehead. But, unlike
a unicorn, it was not known for being meek and mild, but for being
ferocious. It was also supposed to emit an awful bellow, which struck
terror into those that heard it. It could be killed but was known to be
impossible to be held under any man’s power.”

Not ‘just folk art’

Discussing other imagery on the ceiling, Dr Taylor said: “There’s a fox
and a goose and an ape on a man’s shoulders apparently picking fleas
from his head. So many weird things up there.
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“People thought this was just folk art and that maybe the masons had
just been allowed to do what they liked. But the fox was notoriously
sly and geese gullible. So it’s about being tricked by the devil. Apes
were considered to be like humans, but lacking the faculty of reason.
So it is plausible that this is a warning against following heretical
teaching.”

The project is a collaboration between ARCHiOx (Analysis and
Recording of Cultural Heritage in Oxford), the Bodleian Libraries and
the Factum Foundation.

Details that can now be seen close-up include tufts of animal fur. The
virtuosity of the carving suggests the involvement of extraordinary
artists from the Netherlands, some of whose compatriots also worked
at the 15th-century St George’s Chapel, Windsor Castle.
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