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Flood vs. Overgrill: aDNA sheds light on the demise of the Unicorn (Unicornis bibilico)

Isaiah bin Amoz, Pliny T. Elder2, & Henry Potter3
1 Dept. Religious Communication, Old Testament University Press, Jerusalem, Judea

2 Natural History Research Unit, Naval Academy of Misenum, 33 Avenue Pompeii, Misenum 80045, Italy

3 Dept. for the Regulation and Control of Magical Creatures, Ministry of Magic, 35 The Strand, London WC2R 2HP, United Kingdom

The unicorn, a now extinct member of the Equidae characterised by a prominent protuberance (sometimes termed ‘horn’) located in the center of the forehead, was once widespread across Eurasia. Although mentioned in at least 8 confirmed occurrences in primary Judeo-Christianic literature, vigorous debate continues as to why, and when, it became extinct. The two principal competing hypotheses that have been the subject of most serious scholarship are (i) the ‘Overgrill’ scenario, in which the population was driven to extinction through the long term over-zealous sacrificing of, and feasting on, young unicorns, and (ii) the ‘Flood’ scenario, in which unicorns persisted until as late as the Great Flood of 2438 B.C. The recent development of enhanced aDNA extraction techniques, and analytical tools that allow testing of evolutionary hypotheses and changes in population size from such data, have set the stage to challenge this question. We report the results of analysis using aDNA recovered from a dataset of 43 b.p. of mtDNA sequence extracted from 13 unicorn horns, dated using the Ussher system to between 9 a.m. on October 23rd, 4004 and 2438 (B.C.). The data indicates that the effective population size of the unicorn remained relatively stable over approximately the first 1,516 years, 68 days and 15 hours (( 6 days), until experiencing a massive and catastrophic crash to extinction at approximately 2438 B.C. ((40 days and nights). In contrast to the expected outcome of the ‘Overgrill’ hypotheses, in which the population would experience a gradual decline through time, the analytical power afforded from the unprecedented size of this dataset, enables us to conclusively accept the ‘Flood’ hypothesis. 
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