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CHAPTEIR 1
SOURCES OF ANIMAL SYMBOLISM

No student of our ancient churches can fail
to have noticed how frequently animals and
other representations of natural history are
to be tound carved therein. The question will
naturally oceur:  are these sculptures, or
paintings, mere grotesque creations of the
artist's fancv, or have they rather some mean-
ing which patient investigation will discover
for us 2 It is only during the last few years
that a satisfactory answer to these questions
has been discovered ; theugh no doubt our
grandfathers suspected that these animal
carvings were not merely freaks of fancy.
Owing to a marked similarity in subjects
of far different dates, and at far distant
1
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places, they may bave felt that there was
some link to hind them together. Thiz link
Lias now been found in the naturat history
books of the Middle Ages, which were in more
common circulation than any other book,
save, of conrse, the Bible:

Such books are unsually called Bestiaries,
They are to be found in every great hbrary,
and can be studied by these who have the
patience and requisite knowledge.

Let us understand first what a typical
Bestiary is like, and then we may iry to solve
the more difficult problem of its origin. A
Bestiary may treat of about thirty or forty
animals and birds, real or mythical. It may
be adorned by illummated miniatures of each
animal treated, and will give a deseniption
of its supposed habits and appearance. Again,
the writer may have some tale to tell about
the anmmal.  Bot last Jand not least, for this
i5 the prominent featwe of the Bestianes)
are given the religions and moral lessons
which the anumnil’s behaviour can teach.

Few books have entered more than the
Bestiaries inte the commen life of European
natioms.  Hence we may understand that the
sculptors who beantitiod our churches were
not glow to make use of such famibiar material.
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