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Africa's Gold - a celebration of lions throughout history
In the next few pages, we'll take a closer look at how lions have
been depicted in different cultures and religions - and how,
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historically, that has led to their gradual decline in numbers. At the
same time, wildlife photographer Bjorn Persson will showcase
some of his best lion pictures that celebrate this magnificent and
majestic species. These pictures took years of travel (and a lot of
passion) to capture – with the intention of capturing the soul and
beauty of this feared and beloved king of the wild.
We often see them on the shields of European armies, as
monuments outside official government buildings or on various
flags and coat of arms around the world. Throughout history, lions
have been a symbol of strength, power and pride. However, our
admiration has also become the reason for their slow demise. They
have been slaughtered in ancient rituals of bravery, as hunting
trophies – and, as has been the unfortunate case for many
different great African species, for their perceived medicinal and
magical powers.
Only a few hundreds years ago, there were wild lions roaming the
fields of southern Europe. Today, the number of lions in the wild is
steadily decreasing. In just two decades, Africa’s entire lion
population has decreased by 42%; there are now estimated to be
fewer then 30,000 lions left in the wild.
Oscar Wilde once said that we always destroy what we love the
most. When it comes lions, that is unfortunately seeming to hold
true - but the power lies in our hands to save them.
Navigation: click on the 'Next' or 'Back' buttons above
each image to view Bjorn's amazing visual celebration of
lions.
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The future of lions in Africa is in our hands © Bjorn Persson
The Future
No matter what has happened in the past, and no matter the
challenges of the future, the only thing we can do is to learn from
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the past and never give up the fight for lions' survival. These
stunning images remind us that lions are extraordinary animals,
deserving of our admiration and protection, and it’s our
responsibility to make sure they still roam our planet for many
centuries to come. If you’d like to make a change, here’s a short list
of some organisations committed to their survival:
National Geographic’s Big Cats Initiative
  
Co-founded by renowned filmmakers and explorers-in-residence
Dereck and Beverly Joubert, the Big Cat Initiative supports local
conservation projects and education, in addition to a global public
awareness campaign.
The Desert Lion Project
   
There are less than 150 desert-adapted lions left in the unforgiving
sands of the Namib Desert. The Desert Lion Project, founded by
Dr. Philop Stander, was created "to collect sound ecological data,
address human-lion conflicts and to develop a conservation
strategy."
Walking for Lions
A small organization with a big heart, Walking for Lions seeks to
compile essential information on lion populations across protected
areas in Africa. In order to build awareness for the program, its
members walked more than 300 miles from Windhoek, Namibia,
to Chanzi, Botswana, in the beginning of 2015.

International Fund for Animal Welfare
  
In addition to a long history of rescuing and aiding threatened
animals in more than 40 countries, the IFAW is working to ensure
the U.S. government lists the African lion as "endangered" under
the U.S. Endangered Species Act, which, at the very least, would
make it illegal to transport hunting trophies into the United States.
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The earliest recorded depictions of lions in history are of lionesses hunting © Bjorn Persson
The First Depictions
The earliest recorded depictions of lions can be found as lionesses
hunting in human cave art, dating back to 32,000 years ago in the

Chauvet cave in the Ardéche region of southern France. Some
propose that the cave paitings of Lascaux, that are 15,000 years
old, are better known. In Lascaux, two lions were depicted mating
in the Chamber of Felines.
First found in ancient Egypt, the Sphinx, which had the head and
shoulders of a human and the body of a lioness, represented the
goddess who was the protector of the Pharaohs. Later, Pharaohs
were looked upon as Sphinxes, being thought of as the offspring of
the deity.
During the New Kingdom , the Nubian gods Maahes and Dedun
were depicted as lions. Maahes was absorbed into the Egyptian
pantheon, and had a temple at the city Leontopolis, 'City of Lions'
in lower Egypt. The Egyptians held that a sacred lioness was
responsible for the annual flooding of the Nile.
Lions were also represented in other middle-Eastern cultures. In
ancient Mesopotamia it was regarded as a symbol of kingship. The
Dying Lioness is a relief panel from 650 BCE Nineveh (modern
day Iraq) showing a lioness pierced with arrows, while the
Babylonian goddess Ishtar has been represented driving a chariot
drawn by seven lionesses.
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Today, there are an estimated 30,000 lions left in the wild © Bjorn Persson
Today
As history has shown us, lions have been rooted in our hearts and
minds as symbols of beauty, strength and bravery — but against
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the forces of humanity, they're undeniably fragile. As a result of
our reckless desire, today there are only an estimated 30,000 lions
left in the wild.
One of the greatest threats to lions is human conflict. As they lose
more of their habitat to human expansion and their prey base
dwindles, they often prey on livestock. As a result, farmers often
kill lions as a retaliatory or preventative measure. In Kenya alone,
100 lions are killed each year like this.
The male lion is the most sought after in trophy hunts and when a
dominant male lion is killed, the entire pride structure can
collapse. Rival males will enter the hunted lion’s territory and kill
the previous male’s cubs in order to sire their own, thus
eliminating an entire generation of lions. Trophy hunting of freeroaming wild lions is especially damaging to pride structure and
large lion genetics, as large breeding male lions are picked off as
they patrol their large territories.
Canned hunting of lions is big business in South Africa. In that
country lions are bred on farms and offered to hunters in small
enclosures - hence the term ‘canned’. Approximately 600 lions are
killed every year in this way. Proponents of canned hunting argue
that breeding tame lions helps protect wild lion populations from
being hunted, but that claim is not backed up by the facts, as
canned hunting has introduced a new type of lion hunter - those
with less time, money and patience.
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References to lions feature prominently in the Christian bible © Bjorn Persson
Biblical References and Christian Tradition
Several biblical accounts document the presence and cultural
perception of lions in ancient Palestine. The best known biblical

account featuring lions comes from the Book of Daniel where
Daniel is thrown into a den of lions and miraculously survives.
The prophet Amos said: "The lion hath roared, who will not fear?
The Lord hath spoken, who can but prophesy? When the gift of
prophecy comes upon a person, he has no choice but to speak out.”
In Christian tradition, Mark the Evangelist, is also symbolised by a
lion - a figure of courage and monarchy. It also represents Jesus'
resurrection (because lions were believed to sleep with open eyes,
a comparison with Christ in the tomb), and Christ as king. Some
Christian legends refer to Saint Mark as "Saint Mark the
Lionhearted". These legends say that he was fed to the lions and
the animals refused to attack or eat him. Instead the lions slept at
his feet, while he petted them.
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Lion symbolism is found in both ancient and modern Hindu and Buddhist art © Bjorn Persson
Hindu-Buddhist Traditions in South, Southeast & East
Asia
Lion symbolism can also be found in Hindu and Buddhist art of

India and southeast Asia. In India, it was based upon Asiatic lions
that once roamed in the Indian subcontinent as far as the Middle
East. Narasimha ('man-lion') is described as an incarnation of
Vishnu within the Puranic texts of Hinduism and is worshiped as
the 'Lion God', thus Indian lions which were commonly found
throughout most of India in ancient times are considered sacred
by all Hindus in India.
Lions can also be found in Buddhist symbolism. Emperor Ashoka
of ancient India uses the emblem of chakra and a lion in his lion
pillars erected in his realm in India. The Asiatic lions depicted in
the lion capital of Ashoka have become the inspiration for the
emblem of India.
The lion is also symbolic for the Sinhalese, Sri Lanka’s ethnic
majority; the term derived from the Indo-Aryan Sinhala, meaning
the ’lion people' or 'people with lion blood', while a sword-wielding
lion is the central figure on the modern national flag of Sri Lanka.
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Lions have played a role in the film industry since as early as 1924 © Bjorn Persson
Film
Metro Goldwyn-Mayer studios have used a lion as their logo since
1924. Five different lions have played Leo the Lion, the lion seen at

the start of every MGM film. The lion's role as 'king of the beasts'
has been used in cartoons, from Leonardo the Lion of King
Leonardo and His Short Subjects (1960-1963), to the Disney
animated feature film The Lion King. The live action picture Born
Free (1966), based on the true story from the bestselling book the
same title, covered the story of the Kenyan lioness Elsa, and the
efforts of Joy Adamson and her game-warden husband George to
train Elsa for release back into the wild. The Ghost and the
Darkness (1996) is a movie set in 1898. It's based on the true story
of two lions in Africa that killed 130 people over a nine-month
period, during the construction of a railroad bridge across the
Tsavo River in Kenya. The local natives named the two lions, both
males, "The Ghost" and "The Darkness" In 2005, the Kenyan
lioness Kamuniak captured international attention when she
adopted oryx calves, an animal species normally preyed upon by
lions. She fought off predators and lion prides who attempted to
eat her adopted calves. Kamuniak's story was captured in the
Animal Planet special Heart of a Lioness.
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Many great leaders throughout history have been named 'Lion' © Bjorn Persson
Names
'Lion' was also adopted as the nickname by numerous medieval
rulers who had a reputation of great warriors, such as Henry the

Lion, Richard I of England, known as Richard the Lion Heart, the
Duke of Saxony and Robert III of Flanders nicknamed “The Lion
of Flanders“. Various kings and political leaders in different
cultures and times, famed for courage or fierceness, were known as
"the lion" such as: Llewelyn the Great, Henry the Lion and Lala
Lajpat Rai, "The Lion of Punjab"
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Lions feature prominently in Chinese beliefs and architecture © Bjorn Persson
Chinese Beliefs
The Chinese portrayed the lion as a creature of great majesty. It

was believed that lions would safeguard humans from ghosts and
demons. As a result, architecture throughout China includes lions
at entryways, standing guard vigilantly.
The common motif of the majestic and powerful lion was
introduced to China by Buddhist missionaries from India,
somewhere in the 1st Century AD. Lions themselves are not native
to China, yet appear in the art of China. The Chinese people believe
that lions protect humans from evil spirits, hence the Chinese New
Year lion dance to scare away demons and ghosts. Chinese
guardian lions are frequently used in sculpture in traditional
Chinese architecture. For instance, in the Forbidden City in
Beijing, two lion statues are seen in almost every door entrance.
Lions also feature in Tibetan culture with a pair of lions seen on
the Tibetan flag. The lions are mythical creatures that are seen as
protector entities. They symbolise fearlessness, unconditional
cheerfulness and the Earth element.
Lions also feature prominently in many Kabuki plays and other
forms of Japanese legend and traditional tales. The island nation
of Singapore derives its name from the malay words Singa
meaning 'lion' and Pura meaning 'city'. According to the Malay
annals, this name was given by a 14th century Sumatran Malay
prince named Sang Nila Utama, who, on alighting the island after
a thunderstorm, spotted an auspicious beast on shore that his
chief minister identified as a lion.
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The lion is a popular mascot and symbol for sports teams and businesses alike © Bjorn Persson
Modern Symbolism
The lion is a popular mascot or symbol, not only for sports but also
businesses and other entities. 'Patience' and 'Fortitude', are the

large stone lions outside the main branch of the New York Public
Library, and are the mascots of the New York and Brooklyn Public
Library system. A modified heraldic lion is the emblem of
Australian car company Holden, an iconic Australian brand.
Some Ford Motor Company vehicles of the 1960s and 1970s
featured a lion as part of the car emblem. There are many sports
teams and events that use the Lion as a mascot. At the 1966 and
2006 FIFA World Cup, both contained lions as their mascot. They
have been placed on flags for countries and well documented in
various films. Many people absolutely love the Disney film The
Lion King. Today it is also a major play on Broadway. This show
depicts the role of the Lion and the entire circle of life in the wild.
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Lions evoke qualities of bravery, strength and valour in Islamic cultures © Bjorn Persson
Islamic Traditions
The lion, which is an important motif in Islamic art and culture,
evokes qualities of bravery, strength and valour for Muslim

audiences. The motif recurs in the Qur’an, the Hadith (prophetic
traditions) and classical Arabic poetry. For example, Muslim
historians have compared the divine voice that was heard in Mecca
during the time of the Prophet to that of a lion roaring in the
desert - and according to Islamic tradition the phrase, “the lion
will lie down with the lamb,” is used to describe the peace that will
be constituted under a just and worthy ruler on judgment day.
The Middle-Eastern depiction of the lion derived from earlier
Mesopotamian, Babylonian and Persian arts. Today, the lion and
sun is one of the main emblems of Iran. The lion and sun symbol
is based largely on astrological configurations: the ancient sign of
the sun in the house of Leo.
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Mountain lions appear as symbols in Native American culture © Bjorn Persson
Lions in Native American Animal Symbols
  
Mountain lions appear in the stories of various tribes as the
symbol of a wise leader who knows his intention and leads with

confidence. Animal symbols and their totems represent the
physical form of one's spirit helper - his or her guardian or guide.
If a lion has come roaring into your life you are considered to be
fiercely independent, confident and in control. You are also a
creative and influential force and have the internal power to make
positive changes in your life.
American natives with this totem are loyal, and will defend friend
and family honour to the death. To see a white lion in your dreams
highlights your majestic power. It may also indicate sudden
awareness of the power you hold.
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The lion is significant in Engish heraldry and symbolism © Bjorn Persson
Heraldry
The lion holds historical significance for English heraldry and
symbolism. 'The Three Lions' was a symbol for Richard the Lion
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Heart, and later, for England. For many centuries, the lion had
been a feature of the Armorial of Planagenet of the House of
Plantagenet, and is still worn by both the England nationall
football team and the English and Welsh cricket teams.
The lion rampant continues to be used widely today; the Royal
Banner of Scotland has given rise to its use as the emblem for the
Scotland national football team and Rangers and Dundee United
of the Scottish Premier League, as well as English Premier League
club Aston Villa. The symbolic lion is used not only in sport, but in
businesses such as the French car company Peugeout, the
international beer company Lion Nathan, and Caledonian
MacBrayne ferries.
Arising from heraldic use, the Red Lion is also a popular pub
name, with over 600 pubs bearing the name. Though the lion
rampant appears on the Lyon coat of arms and flag, the French
city's name has an unrelated derivation despite the similarity.
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Lions can also be found in popular books and movies of modern times © Bjorn Persson
Modern Culture
In ’Thus Spoke Zarathrusta’ by Nietzshe, the lion is used as a
metaphor to describe a human who rebels against old knowledge,

to make a new morality possible. These animals continue to
feature in modern literature as well. From the messianic 'Aslan'
(Turkish for lion) in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe and
following books from The Chronicles of Narnia series written by C.
S. Lewis, Kenyan lioness Elsa in the movie Born Free, based on the
true-life international bestselling book of the same title, to the
comedic Cowardly Lion in The Wonderful Wizard of Oz - are some
of the well known examples. The lion is also the symbol for
Gryffindor house, the house of bravery, in the J.K. Rowling's Harry
Potter series.
Lions also tend to appear in several children's stories, being
depicted as 'the king of the jungle', when in fact lions tend mostly
to inhabit savannah-like areas or dry deciduous forests.
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The lion is depicted as 'lion-faced' figure in Gnostic traditions © Bjorn Persson
Late Antiquity Mysticism
In Gnostic traditions, the lion is depicted as a lion-faced figure

('Leontoeides'). The Gnostic concept of the demiurge is usually
that of a malevolent, petty creator of the physical realm, a false
deity responsible for human misery and the gross matter that traps
the spiritual essence of the soul, and thus an animal like nature. As
a lion-headed figure, the demiurge is associated with devouring
flames, destroying the souls of humans after they die, as well as
with arrogance and callousness.
A lion-faced figurine is usually associated with the Mithraic
mysteries. Without any known parallel in classical, Egyptian or
middle-Eastern art, what this figure is meant to represent is
currently

unknown.

Some

have

interpreted

it

to

be a

representation of Ahriman, of the aforementioned Gnostic
Demiurge, or of some similar malevolent, tyrannical entity, but it
has also been interpreted as some sort of time or season deity - or
even a more positive symbol of enlightenment and spiritual
transcendence.
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Lions are used extensively in sculpture and statuary © Bjorn Persson
Architecture
Lions have been widely used in sculpture and statuary to provide a
sense of majesty and awe, especially on public buildings. Lions
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were seen as bold creatures and many ancient cities would have an
abundance of lion sculptures to show strength in numbers. This
usage of lions in architecture dates back to the origin of
civilisation. There are lions at the entrances of cities and sacred
sites from Mesopotamian cultures. The 'Lion of Menecrates' is a
funerary statue of a crouching lion, found near the cenotaph of
Menecrates. This lion is the work of a famous Corinthian sculptor
of the arhcaic Greece, end of the 7th century BC, and is found at
the archeological museum of Corfu.
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The Zodiac sign of Leo is symbolically represented by the lion © Bjorn Persson
Lion Zodiac Signs
The Zodiac sign of Leo is symbolically represented by the lion. Like
all good leaders, those born under the Leo sign are considered to

be the truest of humanitarians, who view all people as theirs to
protect and serve.
Astronomers consider Leo a highly masculine sign because of the
general strength and regal nature of the lion. As a Leo you were
born to be a front runner in business and social circles. The Leo
are also social animals who want to be in the spotlight.
If the lion is your star sign, you are confident and can make other’s
feel that same sense of security. Those in your circle come to see a
person who has a unique purpose and devotion, both of which
motivates the best in people.
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Throughout history, people have glamourised the hunting and killing of lions, particularly males
© Bjorn Persson
Trophy Hunting

President Theodore Roosevelt did it. So did King Henry VIII and
Ashurbanipal, the last great king of the Neo-Assyrian Empire.
Throughout centuries humans have memorialised hunts, and
standing eye to eye with a lion and killing it has always been
perceived to be an act of courage and bravery.
The first famous lion killer was Hercules. In the tales a fearsome
beast terrorised the land, killing all who ventured near it. Not only
was it more fierce, larger and stronger than other lions, but it also
had the added advantage of possessing a skin which was
impervious to metal, stone and wood. Since, for this reason,
Hercules could not kill the lion with any weapon, he wrestled it
with his bare hands, and finally managed to strangle the animal.
Since then, lion hunting has been the province and passion of
kings, pharaos, American presidents, and wealthy sportsmen. And
so came the rise of the white hunters - often colorful and romantic
figures from privileged classes who embraced a life of danger and
adventure. They came from Europe and began venturing into subSaharan African in search of game. The top five animals to hunt
were lion, leopard, buafflo, rhino and elephant (The Big Five), but
nothing, at the time, would get more respect than having a lion’s
head on your wall.
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"The kiss of death" in Ndutu, Tanzania ©Alison Mees
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Fossa having a hard day in Ankafarantsika, Madagascar ©Frank Scheelings
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"The marching army" in Tsavo, Kenya ©Shivang Mehta
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Panoramic of Cape Town, South Africa ©Denis Roschlau
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A successful hunt in the Namib desert, Namibia ©Joschka Voss
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"Innocence" in Sabi Sand Game Reserve, South Africa ©Andrea Galli
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Flamingo in Lake Magadi, Ngorogoro Conservation Area, Tanzania ©Alison Mees

Leopard stalking an impala in Kruger National Park, South Africa ©Trevor Barnett
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"Who's going to get who?" in Chobe National Park, Botswana ©Laurent Morax
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A train of elephants heads for the horizon in Samburu National Reserve, Kenya ©Maurice
Schutgens
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"Just playing" in Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, South Africa ©Joschka Voss
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Young lion in Mana Pools National Park, Zimbabwe ©David Fettes
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"Motherly touch" in Hoarusib River Valley, Kunene Region, Namibia ©Marja Schwartz

