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Book Review

The Oak King, the Holly King and the Unicorn: the Myths and Symbolism of the Unicorn
Tapestries. Harper & Row, Keystone Industrial Park, Scranton, PA 18512. 1986. 260
pp. with color. $22.95.

In medieval times, the unicorn held a place of great importance in mythology. A rich
source of the myths is found in the famous collection of the Unicorn Tapestries in The
Cloisters in New York. This fascinating volume considers, amongst many other aspects,
the “interplay of malign and benign animals and plants.”

Much of the material devoted to plants will be of unusual value to ethnobotanists whose
interests lie in medieval plant mythology. While references to plants are scattered through-
out the volume, ethnobotanists will be most strongly attracted throughout to an interesting
section entitled “Diagrams Identifying the Flora of the Unicorn Tapestries” on pages 230
to 239 in which the author states: “Often when medieval artists wanted to represent a well
known plant of a particular genus, they changed the form of the leaves of the colour of the
flowers; so the modern botanist, with little understanding of medieval art and iconography,
misidentifies the species that the medieval artist was portraying.” In these diagrams there
are seven plates in which more than 50 plants are localized, and identified and drawn in
accord with their position on the tapestries.

This book can be highly recommended as a scholarly analysis and a highly readable
volume full of information difficult to find elsewhere. Both the author and the publisher
are to be commended for publishing so critically and so beautifully this delightful excursion
into medieval ethnobotany.

RicHARD Evans SCHULTES, HARVARD UNIVERSITY, CAMBRIDGE, MA 02138
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