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Friar Thomas of Aquin was, to my mind, the greatest genius of the last millennium, having 
spent his short life of 50 years brilliantly analysing God and God’s purpose and what we are 
about on this earth and what this earth itself is about, in words of extraordinary power and 
precision and persuasion, bringing to bear on this task the very sharpest and best concepts 
and ideas the human mind had managed to come up with to that time – the power of which it’s 
easy for us to miss, it’s so easy to scoff at the childish nonsense of the age: which we can only 
do because there is this gap of 800 years. Then, having spent his short life spinning that 
marvelous tapestry of words depicting the divine purpose, one December morning in 1273 he 
just stopped. He carried on with being a friar, but just stopped writing and talking. And the only 
comment that could be squeezed out of him was to the effect that suddenly it seemed all so 
trivial, ‘like so much straw’ was his phrase. Historians and psychiatrists wonder about it. Maybe 
he had a breakdown of some kind, though he didn’t act like somebody with a breakdown. 
Maybe he got a bang on the head. On his way to the Council of Lyons the following February 
he did bang his head on a low branch as he rode along on his donkey, a bang which probably 
caused a haematoma or brain clot from which he died a few weeks after on 7th March.  
 
Sometimes it takes a bang on the head to bring us to our senses – metaphorically: probably 
not to be recommended as a technique in meditation. Note: to bring us to our senses, because 
understanding comes to us through our best and sharpest use of our intellect, that unique 
spark of the divine mind within us, but always rooted in the real world and or experience of it.  
 
This is where the scientific approach comes in. It’s the anchor. We can trace it back to Albert 
the Great, Thomas Aquinas’ teacher. But what is special about our age is that it has control of 
that anchor in an extraordinarily experienced way, a way that shapes our daily life in ways 
beyond count, a way that really does enable us to peer over the edge of creation and into the 
innermost and all but incomprehensible depths of reality. There is nothing to which the phrase 
‘mind-boggling’ can be so aptly applied as to our ability to really understand the way the earth 
works, and the wonder of it.  
 
Albert the Great’s monumental Natural History of the World is magical reading. It is a great 
compendium of fact, practical advice and wonder. It’s a fantastic book, in both senses of the 
word, an encyclopedia in which he gathered together everything that was known about plants, 
animals and minerals in his day. It’s full of direct observation, in keeping with his dictum that 
man’s knowledge must begin with an apprehension of reality obtained from direct encounters 
with nature itself.  
 
But on one page you read fascinating anecdotes on the 
natural history of some real animal, and then you slip 
into myth or fantasy. For instance, you read here on 
page 160 under ‘Rhinoceros’ that  

This animal has a horrifying bellow. In form it 
seems to be a composite of several animals, for it 
has the body of a horse, the feet of an elephant, a 

Albert, Thomas  and the Maricon MorionAlbert, Thomas  and the Maricon MorionAlbert, Thomas  and the Maricon MorionAlbert, Thomas  and the Maricon Morion 
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swinelike tail and a cervine neck. Growing from the centre of its forehead is a stately horn 
of wondrous splendour, sometimes attaining a length of four feet, and so sharp it readily 
pierces anything into which it is thrust. Rarely can this animal be captured, much less 
tamed, and there are virtually no reports of its submitting in the live state to man’s 
governance. 

 
All more or less dead on – it wouldn’t be too out of place in a modern encyclopedia of natural 
history. But then on the very next page you come to the 
Maricon morion, which is described in exactly the same tone 
as  

An oriental beast seen only rarely. In size it is about as 
large as a lion, but it has a reddish colour and three 
rows of teeth. It has paws like a lion, face, eyes and 
ears like a man, and a tail shaped like that of a desert 
scorpion. With its trumpeting sound it mimics human 
voices. Since it is fleet as a deer, it catches and 
devours men who have been deceived by its human 
cries. 

 
But of course the Maricon morion simply doesn’t exist.  
 
Albert’s Natural History is also packed with bizarre remedies for every ailment known to man. 
From our perspective it’s hard to believe that people actually believed in and applied the 
concoctions recommended there. No doubt some of them worked, but they were so many and 
varied that purely from a statistical point of view some of them had to work. The wisdom of the 
age needs to be taken with a pinch of salt – you might as well add a pinch of salt because 
there’s a pinch of just about everything else here somewhere! Here, for instance, is one of 
several cures for ‘lascivious thoughts’.  

When hedgehog blood, obtained by decapitating the animal, is mixed with an equal 
amount of olive oil and smeared on a man’s body while he is unaware of its application, it 
will curb his desire for any women for a month. 

 
But all that apart – I have no doubt rooted somehow in the notion that all God’s creatures are 
there for man’s benefit – there is in this book a sense of wonder at creation, at its diversity and 
utility. As though the creatures around us are not enough, as though there have to be beasts 
like this, unicorn and Maricon morion in keeping with Thomas Aquinas’ belief that  

God cannot express himself fully in any one creature: and so he has produced many and 
diverse life forms, so that what one lacks in its expression of divine goodness may be 
compensated for by others: for goodness, which in God is single and undifferentiated, in 
creatures is refracted into a myriad hues of being.  

 
But so much of this medieval wonder is wonder at the unreal, at what does not exist outside of 
the imagination, although this 13th century is still a time when the real, largely unsuspected, 
spectacular diversity and richness of the natural world was still little diminished by the human 
advance upon the diversity of the natural world that would in time, our time, become an 
onslaught.  



16 

 Sponsor a tree at An Tairseach 
 
Christmas Gift suggestion for someone who would like to be remembered in a 
life-giving way. 
 
Cards to go with the trees which say: 
 
‘As a Christmas gift to you, a tree has been planted at the Dominican 
farm overlooking Wicklow Bay’ 
 
Cards for other occasions also available 
 
Cost: €25 
Contact: Sr Vivienne !0404 61833  087 9390276 

 

In our day, when we can appreciate all this for the first time, we are allowing entire sectors of 

this awesome spectrum of natural diversity, this kaleidoscope of richness, to slip through our 

largely uncaring fingers. And this is wrong. It is a sin, for which we must all share responsibility, 

as mankind, as womankind: it is our responsibility as a species. God’s mind and heart and word 

to us are in all the species that weave life’s diversity. We remember how Francis of Assisi spoke 

of the wolf as his brother and we smile condescendingly at the metaphor. It is not a metaphor. 
The more deeply we grow in our scientific understanding of creation through the best exercise 

of the divine spark of intelligence that is in us, the more deeply we understand the extraordinary 

closeness of our kinship with all creatures.  

 

The other contrast is that in our time science – the application of the tiny spark of God’s own 

creativeness in us that blossoms in scientific apprehension of the world – has enabled us to see 

how truly unimaginable is the wonder and diversity and complexity of the creation. There are 

unseen creatures on our doorstep that make the unicorn and the Maricon morion look ordinary. 

There is no end to what we can discover of them, especially from the perspective of our 

individual short lives. With the simple scientific aid of microscope and hand lens we can bring 

new eyes to bear on them and see them for what they are, creatures that have come from the 

hand of God with precisely the same loving care as we 

have.  

 

We need these new eyes to bring our prodigious modern 

understanding to bear on the reality of creation because 

most of God’s creatures are this size or indeed much 

smaller. Three-quarters of all living species (not counting 

bacteria) are insects.  

John Feehan 
 

 

“Man possesses a divine intellect capable of uplifting him so far above the mundane world that 

even the very matter of the universe is compelled to bend to his ideas.” 

Albert the Great (Natural History, 22.9)   


