2300036 Dissertation Paper 	1
2300036 Dissertation paper 	9
The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel: Evidence of Therianthropic divinity in Palaeolithic Europe.
Kendal Elizabeth Parker BA (Hons)
University of Wales Trinity Saint David
MA Ancient Religions
Supervisor: Dr Louise Steel


Table of Contents
Abstract	3
Introduction: Defining Therianthropic Divinity	4
The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel: Discovery, Dating, and Restoration	10
Materiality and Making: Mammoth Ivory and the Craft of Hybridity	19
Lions on the Wall: Iconography of the Lion	22
Therianthropy, Ritual and Funerary Belief: Transformation and Liminality	26
Therianthropic Cognition: Hybridity and Supernatural Agency	27
Conclusion: Rethinking Divinity in Palaeolithic Europe	31
References	35

[bookmark: _Toc240470068]Abstract
This dissertation investigates therianthropic divinity in the upper Palaeolithic using the Lion-Man of Holenstein-Stadel as a case study and situating it within a wider context of comparative lion iconography in Stone Age religious imagery. In Palaeolithic archaeology there has been many examples of therianthropic imagery discovered, from cave art to figurines, all over Europe. Over the years many scholars and researchers have glossed over these discoveries entirely or else argued between interpretation as animals, shamans in masks, or something other. This paper aims to examine therianthropic representations in Palaeolithic European art, in particular the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel, and to build evidence for these enigmatic and exciting therianthropic depictions to be interpreted as human-animal hybrid divinities. Homo Sapiens are highly religious hominids, and in this paper, I will advocate for our religious thought to have found its origins in Palaeolithic Europe. It is important to mention at this point that cognitive archaeology will cover a significant part of the research for this paper, looking at how the mind worked in prehistory and the origins of cultural and spiritual thought that led to the creation and veneration of the lion-man. 
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The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel: Evidence of Therianthropic divinity in Palaeolithic Europe.

[bookmark: _Toc240470069]Introduction: Defining Therianthropic Divinity
Therianthropy—representations that merge human-animal hybridity—are some of the most striking and symbolic expressions from the upper Palaeolithic. Therianthropic images and figurines have been interpreted as evidence of complex rituals and religious or mythic behaviors amongst our early human ancestors. As Clottes (2016) states, Palaeolithic art is “never merely decorative”, but reflects “a world of beliefs, fears, and hopes.” Within this symbolic framework, therianthropic beings occupy a significant and privileged position. Therianthropic divinities are well-known amongst the religions and cosmologies of the ancient world. It is a part of early religious thought that seems to have evolved naturally in human consciousness, and one animal particularly is foremost in our religious mind - the Lion. From the little-known bronze age Cypriot beings depicted on ceramics to the infamous lion goddess, Sekhmet, of ancient Egyptian religion. Lions and lion-human hybrids litter the mythologies and cosmologies of our ancient religions the world over. Is this due to the innate power of a lion? Is it due to the fierce motherly instincts of a lioness? Is it both, or neither? There are no sources to explain why our earliest ancestors began to venerate these beautiful and majestic creatures, but what is certain is that venerate them they did. The most iconic example of this lion-focused therianthropic divinity is the Hohlenstein-Stadel Lion Man figurine dated back to the Aurignacian period of the upper Palaeolithic. Kind, Ebinger-Rist and Wolf (2014) describe the figurine as “a human figure with the head and features of a cave lion,” and note that the careful restoration reveals “a deliberate and meaningful treatment” of the figurine in the early upper Palaeolithic (Kind, Ebinger-Rist & Wolf, 2020). 
Bahn and Lorblanchet (2017) argue that such beings demonstrate “the capacity for symbolic invention far beyond, simple representation,” within prehistoric culture and suggests that they may embody mythic ancestors or supernatural entities. Therianthropic imagery appears not only as figurines, but also as parietal, or cave, art. In Chauvet as Fritz (2015) explains “the fusion of human and animal traits” in certain panels are part of a broader repertoire of “gesture, myth, and narrative”. Archaeologists increasingly frame such imagery as ritual or symbolic in nature. Insoll (2004) highlights that religion in prehistory must be inferred through “material traces of practice” while Renfrew (1994) argues that symbolic artefacts such as the Lion Man provide access to the “ancient mind”. In this context, therianthropic imagery may reflect transformation, mythic storytelling, or cosmological models in which humans, animals, and spirits share permeable identities. Gosden (2021) meanwhile, suggests that upper Palaeolithic magic and ritual involved the “manipulation of relationships between humans, animals, and spirits.” The broader cultural setting of Aurignacian supports these views. Bolus (2001) identifies that a flourishing and complex symbolic tradition was characterized by personal ornaments, figurines, and complex imagery in the upper Palaeolithic. These symbolic images appear not as accidents but as central expressions of upper Palaeolithic religious imagination.
Therianthropic divinities are deities or supernatural beings in animal-human hybrid forms. Across Upper Palaeolithic Europe these therianthropic beings appear in parietal art, portable art and figurines, and as personal ornamentation. This suggests that these hybrid beings were not merely curiosities and one-offs, but meaningful and important parts of prehistoric cosmology. To understand how these therianthropic beings emerged, how they were perceived by our ancestors, and what roles they played in their beliefs requires the use of various theories and methodologies. I will be using ritual archaeological theory, cognitive archaeological theory, iconography, and the methodology of material culture studies to aid in my research. To add further interpretive depth, I will also consider the cognitive approaches to religion and ritual also. These theories and methods will be used to emphasize that human minds are naturally inclined to entities that are both familiar but possess otherworldly attributes (MacGregor, 2019). Therianthropic beings fit into this natural inclination perfectly. Archaeological perspectives on ritual and belief show material culture such as figurines or parietal imagery are part of everyday social lives, identity, and cosmology to our ancient ancestors (MacGregor, 2019). Personal ornamentation would have acted as “a marker of a group identity in the Palaeolithic period and would have a spiritual potency” (MacGregor, 2019).
Palaeolithic figurines like the lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel are not just passive objects but were active parts in shaping religious belief (Bahn, 2016). The making of, handling, and uses of the figurine would have embedded him with myth and social meaning within the community. By using material culture studies, I aim to explore this, and together with my other chosen theories this will aid me in defining and exploring therianthropic divinity and provide evidence for this within Palaeolithic Europe. Therianthropic divinities embody the relationship between human, animal, and supernatural and helped our earliest ancestors to understand the world around them and their place within it. This paper aims to establish the conceptual origins of therianthropic divinities and how they became central to the earliest ideas of religious thought. The lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and the lion panel in Chauvet cave in France stand amongst the most evocative depictions of early symbolic imagery in upper Palaeolithic Europe and comparing them opens a window into the emerging of therianthropic divinity in the prehistoric world. Both pieces come from the Aurignacian period of the upper Palaeolithic, a period that is marked by significant image making, personal ornamentations, and increasingly complex proto-religious thoughts (Various, 2014). The pieces differ profoundly in medium, context, and representation, offering insights into how our early ancestors conceptualized the complimentary boundaries between humans, animals, and the supernatural. 
The lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel, carved of mammoth ivory, is the earliest known piece of figurative portable art in the world, the fact it represents a therianthropic being is significant. The human body and lion head and arms are often interpretated as evidence of symbolic cognition within Palaeolithic societies, and even as a mythic or ancestral deity (Various, 2014). The lion panel in Chauvet cave, by contrast, is a monumental artistic depiction painted and engraved onto a surface rather than a 3D piece of art. It depicts a pack of cave lions, beautifully posed in stalking stances, with anatomically correct suggestions of movement (Various, 2014). It does not depict any therianthropic beings, but its size, intensity, and placement show a clear relationship between our human ancestors and cave lions. Bahn and Lorblanchet (2017) suggest that the painters of Chauvet cave were not just painting imagery of wildlife but were “creating narratives” and even mythic scenes. The dominance of the lions within the panel’s iconography suggests not only the symbolic status of the lions, but also their status of spiritual forces. This aligns with the suggestions that the lion panel at Chauvet shows creatures with powerful agency and supports the idea of the formation of religious concepts (Gosden, 2021). By comparing the two pieces I aim to highlight the different ways of engaging with therianthropic and animal-centered symbolism in the Palaeolithic. The lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel gives us a hybrid being that may have been used actively as a ritual object anchored in myth, magic, and religious thought (Gosden, 2021). Whilst the lion panel at Chauvet immerses its viewers in an environment where lions dominate the symbolic field and evokes narratives of humans and lions interacting in symbolic and mythic ways. Both pieces reflect a cognitive archaeology of early religious thought (Gosden, 2021). These wonderful pieces suggest that our early ancestors did not only observe animals, but imagined with them, through them, and sometimes even as them in extraordinary ways. This is where therianthropic divinity began to take shape. 
From the Aurignacian period onwards, such figures appear across Europe in both figurative and parietal art, suggesting therianthropic beings played an important role in Palaeolithic cosmology. Therianthropic beings illuminate the deep roots of religious imagination, the permeability of animal-human boundaries, and the emergence of complex metaphysical systems (Boyer, 2001; Mithen, 1996). The Aurignacian period (c. 43,000-33,000 YBP) marks a significant increase in symbolic image production in Europe, from personal ornamentation to figurines and parietal art (Bolus, 2001). Within this symbolic outpouring, therianthropic beings appear as some of the earliest known examples of figurative art. Their presence indicates a worldview in which “humans, animals, and spirits were deeply entangled” (Ingold, 2000). Amongst these figurines the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel remains one of the most iconic. As well as this cave art sites such as Chauvet, Lascaux, and Trois‑Frères contain imagery that blurs human–animal boundaries. The so‑called “Sorcerer” of Trois‑Frères, though debated, exemplifies this interpretive tradition (Clottes, 2008; Whitley, 2008). At Chauvet, Fritz (2015) argues that the artists’ techniques emphasize “movement, gesture, and transformation”, suggesting that the cave walls served as “dynamic surfaces where beings could shift between states”. Such imagery may reflect ritual performances or visionary experiences in which humans encountered or embodied therianthropic beings (David, 2017; Bahn & Lorblanchet, 2017). Therianthropic beings occupy a cognitive ‘sweet spot’ that makes them ideal candidates for mythic or divine roles. Mithen (1996) suggests that the emergence of such beings reflects “the integration of previously modular cognitive domains—social intelligence, natural history knowledge, and technical skill”—allowing humans to imagine entities that combine human agency with animal power. Material culture studies highlight the role of objects in mediating relationships between humans and the supernatural (Hicks & Beaudry, 2010). The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel may have functioned as a ritual focus, a mythic representation, or a symbol of group identity (Kind et al. 2020; Wolf, 2017). Its careful deposition deep within Stadel Cave suggests restricted access and specialized ritual knowledge (Pettitt, 2012).
Similarly, cave art may have been produced in ritual contexts involving sound, movement, and sensory manipulation (Clottes, 2016; Gosden, 2021). The deep cave environment—dark, resonant, and liminal—would have amplified the perceived presence of hybrid beings, making them potent participants in ritual action. While the term ‘god’ may be anachronistic for the Palaeolithic, therianthropic figures exhibit many features associated with later deities: superhuman abilities, liminal identities, and roles as mediators between realms (MacGregor, 2019; Insoll, 2020). Wunn (2000) suggests that early religion emerged from attempts to “negotiate with powerful natural forces”, and hybrid beings may have served as personifications of these forces.


[bookmark: _Toc240470070]The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel: Discovery, Dating, and Restoration
The lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel has occupied a central place in debates about early symbolic behavior, not only due to its age, but because of the conceptual religious ideas it implies. The lion man’s clear hybrid form is not accidental; it is a deliberate artistic decision that suggests cognitive symbolic ideas. The lion man was carved from mammoth ivory, particularly the right tusk of a juvenile or female mammoth, roughly 40,000 years ago (Various, 2014). Rather than being a mere representation of an animal, or a creative artistic one-off, the lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel embodies a complex set of ideas around transformation and power, and the boundaries between human and animal beings. The lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel in Ulm, Germany was a ground-breaking find when it was discovered in 1939 by German archaeologists Robert Wetzel and Otto Volzing. It is the oldest piece of figurative art in the world found to date (MacGregor, 2019). The figurine depicts a human-lion hybrid figure with a humanoid body and the head and arms of a cave lion. 
This iconic and fascinating figurine is the largest known example of figurative art from the Aurignacian period. The most recent restoration of the figurine made the leonine features more apparent and interestingly patterned incisions on the shoulders were uncovered. The anatomical features show the head as unmistakably lion with its elongated snout, prominent almond shaped eyes, high rounded ears, and powerful jawline. The sculptor’s attention to these details are consistent with the highly naturalistic style seen in Aurignacian depictions of predators (Fritz, 2015; White, 2003). It is the incisions on the shoulders that I find the most supportive of the Lion-Man being a divine figure or mythic being. These incisions are parallel and carefully executed lines, not merely scratches, and the 2014 restoration confirmed their intentionality (Kind et al, 2014). The incisions appear symmetrically on the shoulders in even spacing and are of consistent depth. They follow the curvature of the upper torso and clearly differ from the tool marks associated with shaping and carving mammoth ivory. They are clearly of symbolic or representational focus!
Bahn and Lorblanchet (2017) note that upper palaeolithic art frequently depicts patterned markings on animals and humans that may represent pigmentation, tattooing, or ritual adornments. Therefore it is not impossible to suggest that the Lion-Man’s shoulder incisions could be depictions of tattoos to indicate identity, ritual status, mythic attributes, or even signify his liminal status (Wolf, 2015). Some scholars including Bahn and Lorblanchet (2017) argue that these incisions could depict scarification, costume or garment, or even a stylised mane or fur (Bahn & Clifford, 2017). However, I would argue that of all possibility’s tattoos are the strongest candidate. We cannot prove which interpretation is the correct one with current archaeological evidence, but a tattoo interpretation is archaeologically plausible and symbolically coherent. This is because the incisions are not functional, nor are they part of the carving process. They are symbolically placed on a liminal figure, echo patterned markings seen in cave art, and they align with broader patterns of mythic embodiment in Aurignacian art (Clottes, 2008; French, 2025; O’Keeffe, 2025). Together, the leonine head and shoulder incisions – possibly tattoos - signal identity, status, and transformation whilst anchoring the figure in the powerful world of ice age predators. The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel embodies the Aurignacian capacity for myth-making and ritual imagination, making the figure one of the earliest material expressions of the human ability to imagine beings that transcend the boundary of nature.
This fascinating artefact has caused numerous debates amongst archaeologists and historians since its discovery (MacGregor, 2019). The figurine was found deep within the cave, in a chamber that appears to have been deliberately selected for ritual or symbolic activity. Its deposition, along with associated lithics and faunal remains, suggests that the cave served as a site of repeated, possibly ceremonial, visitation (Pettitt, 2012). The spatial context aligns with broader patterns in Upper Palaeolithic ritual behaviour, where “deep cave environments functioned as liminal spaces conducive to symbolic or religious expression” (Clottes, 2016; David, 2017). In this paper I will argue that the lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel is better understood in a ritual or religious framework and will compare him with evidence from the lion panel in Chauvet cave to highlight their shared symbolic ideas. The lion panel in Chauvet cave provides a crucial point of comparison as it reveals how Aurignacian societies conceptualised lions as not just simple animals, but as powerful agents within a cosmological system. By examining these pieces together it is possible to follow symbolic ideas centred on predation, dominance, and transformation. By examining the archaeological context of the lion-man, the symbolic significance of lions in the Aurignacian, the role of therianthropes in palaeolithic thought, and the rituals that led to the creation of these wonderful pieces of art I aim to emphasize the lion-man’s religious significance. By considering the material culture of the pieces I aim to further my argument and interpret the Lion-Man as a clear ritual object used for religious cult activities and highlight the human-object intra-actions evidencing this. Finally, by using cognitive archaeological theory I will examine how therianthropy can be seen in a cognitive as well as in a religious light, and how this lends a less preternatural element to therianthropic depictions in prehistory. Using these inquiries I aim to argue for the idea of therianthropic divinity in Palaeolithic Europe and ultimately of Palaeolithic origins for religious thought. 
The lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel was made from carved and sculpted woolly mammoth ivory, in particular the right tusk (MacGregor, 2019). Ivory is a very difficult substance to work with, and it would have required a skilled artist to complete such an intricate figurine with flint tools alone. The ivory would need soaking for several hours before it would be pliable enough to work with and cutting down into a manageable chunk before being ready to carve (Various, 2014). Carved from a single tusk of mammoth ivory, the Lion‑Man demonstrates a high level of technical skill. The artisan employed scraping, incision, and polishing techniques to create a smooth, anthropomorphic body crowned with a carefully rendered lion’s head (Kind et al. 2014). The figurine’s size—over 30 cm tall—distinguishes it from other Aurignacian portable art, which tends to be smaller and more stylised (Bahn & Lorblanchet, 2017; White, 2003).
The labour investment required to produce such an object implies significant social value. Wolf (2017) notes that mammoth ivory was a “prized material, often associated with symbolic or high‑status artefacts”. The Lion‑Man’s craftsmanship and scale therefore indicate intentionality beyond mere decoration. In Germany, experimental archaeologists who attempted to recreate the lion-man using the tools and materials that would have been available to its original creator found it would have taken upwards of 400 hours to complete. This gives evidence to the importance of the figure which would have been a monumental undertaking. It is unlikely, despite many archaeologists such as Bahn and Clifford (2016) arguing for the fact, that this amount of time and effort would have been expended on a simple child’s toy. It is also unlikely that the lion-man was a purely whimsical artistic endeavour as it has been created again in miniature in Hohle-Fels, Germany, and a carving of the figure found again in Creswell Crags, England. Interestingly, whilst the lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and the little lion-man of Hohle-Fels are Aurignacian in period, pin-hole man is from the Magdalenian period – over thousands of years later (Various, 2014)! This is an exceptional amount of time but appears to have been a span in which the lion-man not only survived in the minds of our early ancestors but also in which a belief spread from South-Western Germany to Midland England via art and oral tradition. 
The context of the lion-man’s discovery raises enquiries about his role in Aurignacian society. It is believed that Hohlenstein-Stadel cave was used as a ritual space, separate from everyday social life (Various, 2014). The fact the figurine was found broken implies a ritual offering, or ritual destroying of the object. This possibility links with the usual patterns of palaeolithic cave uses, where deeper chambers contain evidence of ritual activity, from engravings and paintings to carefully placed objects (Clottes, 2016). Hohlenstein-Stadel is a cave belonging to the Swabian Jura cave system of South-Western Germany which dates back 32-40,000 years ago. It is part of the earliest recorded cave settlements dating back to the last Ice Age and is where the world’s oldest art has been found (Various, 2014).  
Hohlenstein-Stadel was excavated by Robert Wetzel and Otto Volzing between 1937 and 1939 before World War II put an end to their work (Various, 2014). Many pieces of the lion-man were uncovered during these excavations but were left as fragments of a broken figurine until after the war had ended. The Lion-Man was then assembled into a very incomplete figure in which his right arm and many fragments of the body were still missing. In 2009 excavations continued at Hohlenstein-Stadel and revealed more fragments belonging to the lion-man that Wetzel and Volzing had missed and these findings resulted in the most recent and complete restoration of the lion-man in 2013 (Various, 2014). 
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Fig.2. Most recent restoration of the lion-man (Dagmar Hollmann / Wikimedia Commons)
The cave itself is situated in the lower Cone Valley in Ulm Germany between Bockstein and Volgherd caves. This series of caves have been a hotbed of archaeological discovery with Volgherd itself being a famous find-spot for several impressive mammoth ivory figurines of lions. The caves were in use from the Aurignacian to the late Magdalenian periods – a span from 40,000 to 12,000 years ago (Various, 2014)! During this time span Hohenstein-Stadel was used as a sanctuary and special ritual site rather than a living space with its two-cave system revealing a menagerie of interesting finds from the Palaeolithic, Mesolithic and Neolithic periods. The finds at Hohlenstein-Stadel, and particularly the Lion-Man are the center of focus for this paper, but it is not the only therianthropic depiction found in Palaeolithic art. In Palaeolithic art therianthropic beings are a reoccurring idea, and the lion-man is one of the most spectacular examples. The hybridity of human and cave lion features suggest a boundary between humans and animals that is both fluid and permeable. This in turn reflects the idea or belief in transformation and the existence of supernatural beings that transcended the natural world our ancestors lived in (Clottes, 2016). The lion-man returns us to the idea of therianthropic divinities as both familiar and otherworldly, he embodies both human and lion attributes. Therianthropic beings like that of the lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel are common within later world mythologies, but these later ideas must have originated somewhere. This connects also to the concept of transformation, again prominent within later world mythologies and religions such as shamanism, yet whilst the lion-man could suggest such beliefs within the paleolithic it is impossible to say whether Aurignacian societies practiced any kind of shamanism themselves. However, the lion-man does make it clear that transformation of some kind was a meaningful and significant concept within Palaeolithic symbolic systems. This interpretation aligns well with the symbolic significance of lions so evident in the Palaeolithic and provides a pathway to understanding the lion-man’s role within ritual or religious practices of upper Palaeolithic Europe. 
The lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel with its hybrid form, careful crafting, and deposition within a deep cave setting all point towards a symbolic significance that far exceeds the mundane. Viewed alongside the lion panel in Chauvet, the lion-man becomes part of a wider Aurignacian symbolic system which saw cave lions as powerful and supernatural figures. The lion-man’s anthropomorphic body and lion head and arms bridge the gap between humans and the predatory world of the lions. This suggests not only the significance of lions on Aurignacian art but provides a springboard for understanding the lion-man’s roles in religious thought and ritual practice. Whether the lion-man was used to represent a specific deity, as a focal point for ritual activity, or even as a marker of transformation within the community, the lion-man embodies the complex symbolic world of Palaeolithic Europe. By comparing the lion-man with the lion panel I am reinforcing the interpretation of the lion-man as a ritual object, and revealing the shared symbolic ideas around power, transformation, and the boundaries of human and animal, natural and otherworldly. Together with the lion panel at Chauvet, the lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel offers a window into the rich symbolic and ritual life of our earliest ancestors, highlighting the depth and significance of their engagement with the natural and otherworldly realms. Whether the Lion‑Man represents a deity, spirit, ancestor, or mythic hero remains debated. Wunn (2000) argues that early religion emerged from attempts to negotiate with powerful natural forces, and hybrid beings may have served as personifications of these forces. The figurine’s scale, craftsmanship, and context all support the interpretation of a being imbued with extraordinary significance—possibly a divine or proto‑divine entity within Aurignacian cosmology (Insoll, 2020; MacGregor, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc240470071]Materiality and Making: Mammoth Ivory and the Craft of Hybridity
In the Aurignacian period of the Palaeolithic in Europe the use of mammoth ivory was unusually common for such a difficult to use medium. The Aurignacian period in the Swabian Jura of south-western Germany is famous as a watershed in the history of figurative art as it includes some of the earliest portable art in Palaeolithic Europe. The figurines are usually made of woolly mammoth ivory. Mammoth ivory held a unique position within the symbolic and ritual systems of upper Palaeolithic Europe. Its association with powerful animals, its rarity, durability, and the labor required for both its acquisition and its carving all indicate that ivory functioned as much more than a simple resource. Instead, it appears to have been deeply embedded within systems of belief, identity, and ritual practice that characterized the Aurignacian and Gravettian societies of the upper Paleolithic period. A materiality approach aids us in understanding these ivory figurines as objects co-produced through the properties of the ivory, the embodied skills of the Palaeolithic artists, and the social contexts of use, circulation, deposition, and eventual rediscovery by modern archaeologists. In this chapter I will explore the idea that woolly mammoth ivory was not just a canvas for Aurignacian imagery, but an active participant in the making of figurative art. Its structure, behavior, luster, and post-depositional weaknesses shaped what could be made, how it was made, and how these objects survived or fragmented across deep time (Wolf, 2013). The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel provides a significant case study because the entire object biography from tusk procurement through to modern restoration can be traced and debated.
Materiality approaches in archaeology emphasize that objects are not mere representations but things that do work within the world. They can mediate social relations and create memory and meaning beyond the capabilities and resistances of their material form (Steel & Attala, 2024). The materiality approach considers reconstructing the stages from raw material procurement through to production, use, maintenance and reworking, and deposition (Steel & Attala, 2024). By considering the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and its base material -woolly mammoth ivory-through the materialities lense we take away the assumption that the figurines importance lies in its final iconographic form and instead considers the entire act of creation as being culturally and even ritually significant. The most compelling evidence for the ritual significance of mammoth ivory derives from the extraordinary figurative sculptures of the Swabian Jura. The famous Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel being foremost amongst them. The choice of mammoth ivory for such figurines was unlikely to have been accidental. Wolf (2017) notes that mammoth tusk represented a highly valued resource requiring specialized knowledge to collect, work, and transport. Unlike stone or bone, mammoth ivory combined practical workability with visual and tactile qualities that enhanced its perceived potency. From a material culture perspective, objects derived meaning not only from what they depicted but also from the substances from which they were made (Hicks and Beaudry, 2010). Consequently, the significance of the Lion-Man may have depended as much on its composition from ivory, as upon its therianthropic form. 
In archaeological discussion the term ‘ivory’ is used for a few dental materials, yet true ivory is the proboscidean tusks which is today found in elephants, but in the Palaeolithic was found in woolly mammoths (Wolf, 2015). This differention is important because tusks differ greatly from other kinds of teeth, and those differences create the properties that made woolly mammoth ivory an attractive medium for our ancestors to create objects (Wolf, 2015). Woolly mammoth ivory is an understandable choice for sculpture, it is a large chunk of material that has a relatively soft center that can become amenable to carving once soaked (Various, 2014). It is a strong material but also an elastic one due to its collagen fibers (Wolf, 2015). As such woolly mammoth ivory became a major player in the artistic and religious world of the Aurignacian societies. In Aurignacian contexts, archaeological evidence provides a clear connection between woolly mammoth ivory and symbolic objects – beads, pendants, figurines – suggesting the material choice for these kinds of objects were considered and significant (Wolf, 2015). The relationship between material—mammoth ivory—and meaning aligns with Ingold’s (2000) argument that prehistoric peoples understood materials as active participants within human-environment relationships rather than as passive resources. Mammoth ivory carried the physical essence of one of the largest and most powerful Ice Age animals. Through carving and transformation, human groups may have appropriated aspects of the mammoth’s perceived strength, longevity, or spiritual power. Such ideas are consistent with animistic interpretations of Palaeolithic religions, in which animals were viewed as sentient beings occupying the same spiritual landscapes as humans (Clottes, 2016; Whitley, 2008). 
In the Swabian jura woolly mammoth ivory is procured partly from hunted animals but mainly from collected tusks and fragments gathered by Aurignacian societies (Kind et al. 2020). This is important to note because older woolly mammoth ivory is less prone to micro-cracking and is easier to shape than fresher mammoth ivory (Wolf, 2015). Within the Swabian jura there are four caves which have been found to have Aurignacian ivory figurines – Volgherd, Hohlenstein-Stadel, GeiBenklosterle and Hohle-Fels. In these sites over fifty objects and fragments have been discovered in contexts with instruments, personal ornaments and paintings (Wolf, 2015; Kind et al. 2020). Amongst these marvelous finds the theme of therianthropy – not limited to the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel – is prevalent (Various, 2014). These kinds of hybridity require a skilled craftsman who could have defined the transitions between human and animal in a way that makes the overall image smooth and polished (Kind, et al. 2020). The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel is materially a marvel, not just due to its hybrid form, but because it survives as a reconstructed composite of many fragments (Various, 2014). The almost six-hundred mammoth ivory pieces that were recovered to reconstruct the Lion-Man between the 1939 and 2013 excavations were a discovery of striking nature and helped archaeologists to discover that the figurine was made from a complete tusk and represented not only a human-lion hybrid, but a male (Wolf, Ebinger & Kind, 2020). Looking at this through the materiality approach shows us the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel as seen today comes from two sequences of craft, the original Aurignacian carving and the modern reconstruction. Each sequence adds its own gestures and behaviors, and the reconstruction sequence adds interpretive decision making (Wolf, Ebinger & Kind, 2020). The restoration by archaeologists acts as a continuation of the object biography. 
The use of woolly mammoth ivory as a medium for figurative art, and the Lion-Man specifically, reveals that meaning is not just linked to its hybrid form but also in the treatment and carving of the piece. Together with its deep cave deposition and seemingly deliberate fragmentation implying ritual significance, and its modern discovery and reconstruction with interpretive framing can reveal and connect the properties of mammoth tusk as a medium, craftsmanship practices, and the value, memory and significance of the figure. The symbolic importance of mammoth ivory is further reflected in its widespread use in personal ornaments. Wolf (2015) argues that Aurignacian ornaments functioned as markers of social identity and affiliation. Ivory beads, pendants, and decorative objects were therefore not simply adornments but material expressions of belonging and status. Their visibility within social contexts suggests that ivory possessed a recognized cultural value, perhaps reflecting access to specialist knowledge, ritual authority, or participation with a shared symbolic tradition. As White (2003) observes, Upper Palaeolithic art and ornamentation formed part of a broader symbolic system through which societies communicated meaning and collective identity. 
Cognitive and religious interpretations likewise support the ritual importance of mammoth ivory. Renfrew (1994) argues that “symbolic artefacts provide evidence for increasingly sophisticated cognitive abilities”, whilst Mithen (1996) associates the flourishing of figurative art “with the emergence of symbolic thought”. Mammoth ivory sculptures therefore represent more than artistic achievements; they demonstrate the capacity to materialize abstract concepts, myths, and supernatural beings. The therianthropic imagery found in ivory carvings, particularly the Lion-Man, has frequently been interpreted as evidence for ritual specialists, mythological narratives, or altered states of consciousness (Clottes, 2008; Coomba, 2013). In this context, mammoth ivory served as a medium through which cosmological ideas could be physically embodied. Broader archaeological studies of ritual reinforce this interpretation. Insoll (2004) emphasizes that “ritual objects are often distinguished by their separation from ordinary activities and by the symbolic meanings attached to them”. Similarly, MacGregor (2019) argues that societies consistently invest special materials with religious significance because “such substances help mediate relationships between humans and the sacred”. Mammoth ivory appears to fit this pattern closely. Its connection to an iconic Ice Age animal made it particularly suitable for crafting objects that crossed the boundary between the mundane and the supernatural. 


[bookmark: _Toc240470072]Lions on the Wall: Iconography of the Lion
 Deep in the Palaeolithic caves of France amongst the many typical herbivorous animal paintings covering the cave walls an anomaly can be found in the form of a complete panel of lions on the hunt. The Chauvet cave in France with its beautiful depictions of cave lions gives a crucial comparative framework for understanding the lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel. The lion panel in Chauvet depicts a dynamic scene of various cave lions in exceptional detail, both anatomically accurate and very expressive. The lions are not passive subjects, they are actively hunting and snarling, showing their dominance. The depiction gives a sense of power, agency, and social complexity that goes beyond mere animal observations (Bahn, 2010). The prominence of the lion panel in Chauvet cave suggests that they held a significant spot in Aurignacian cosmology. Unlike the herbivorous animals often depicted in Palaeolithic art, cave lions are apex predators whose interactions with humans would have been dangerous yet awe-inspiring. This indicates they were seen as more than simple animals; they were symbols of power, mastery, and spiritual significance (Clottes, 2016). 
[image: ]
Fig.3. Lion Panel within Chauvet Cave, France. (Wikimedia Commons)

The lion panel in Chauvet shows a sophisticated understanding of cave lion behavior that could only be obtained by close observation, which suggest Aurignacian societies not only feared but respected and even venerated cave lions. The lion panel is situated in the deep chambers of Chauvet cave, a space which would have been reserved for ritual activity, which implies that lions played a significant role in Aurignacian religious thoughts. When viewed alongside the lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel, the lion panel in Chauvet provides a compelling argument for the shared symbolic ideas centered on cave lions as powerful, supernatural figures. The lion panel gives us valuable comparative insights into understanding the ritual importance of the lion-man. Both figurine and cave painting depict lions in a way that shows complexity, power, agency, and symbolic importance. The lion panel depicts coordinated behavior that implies they were understood as social and intelligent beings by our ancestors. The deep interior location of the lion panel echoes the lion-man’s deposition within Hohlenstein-Stadel cave. The placement of the pieces in both cases suggest they were intended for ritual use rather than for everyday viewing (Various, 2014). The deep chambers of caves in Palaeolithic minds were likely seen as places where the boundary between the human and the supernatural worlds were thinnest, permeable spaces suited to ritual activity. The imagery of lions in such spaces reinforces their symbolic significance and suggests that they truly played complex and important roles within Palaeolithic ritual practice. 
The lion-man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and lion panel of Chauvet cave share similarities which clearly defines their shared symbolic system which centers cave lions. This symbolic system would have likely involved rituals that invoked the innate power of lions, sought their protection, or recognized their dominance within the natural world. The prominence of the lions in the Palaeolithic art, especially in ritual and symbolic contexts, suggests that to our ancestors they were more than simply animals. Depictions such as the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and the Lion panel at Chauvet indicate lions were conceptualized as beings of supernatural qualities (Kind, Ebinger-Rist & Wolf, 2014). During the Palaeolithic, lions were common across Eurasia with their size, strength and predatory behavior making them both feared and respected by the Palaeolithic people (Bahn, 2016). The placement of the lion panel deep within Chauvet cave reinforces its symbolic importance. Clottes (2016) argues that deep caves were not living spaces, but ritual environments connected to otherworldly realms. The presence of lions in such a place suggests they were understood as spiritual or mythic beings capable of crossing the boundaries between worlds. Gosden (2021) suggest that early magical and religious systems often centered on powerful predators, such as lions, as their behaviors shaped human survival. Lions would naturally become figures of mythic and symbolic importance, embodying traits that humans wished to understand, appease, and emulate. 
The connection between lions and transformation is evident in the Lion-Man figurine, while in the Chauvet lion panel emphasizes the movement and power of lions (Kind, et al. 2020). The depictions of lions in such prominent and sacred contexts suggest they played a role in group identity and mythic storytelling. MacGregor (2019) argues that powerful animals often serve as anchors for communal narratives, embodying shared values and fears. The Chauvet lions may have been representation of clan totems, mythic ancestors, or even spiritual guardians. Through their representation in deep cave settings, lions became much more than animals.  They were mythic beings, spiritual actors, and embodiments of forces that have shaped humanity. Both the Chauvet Lion panel and the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel stand at the head of Palaeolithic symbolic expression, and when considered together point towards a lion, or predator focused, ritual imagination that may represent one of the earliest forms of religion. 
The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and the Chauvet lions were created thousands of kilometers apart and have years between them but they both embody the same conceptual elevation of the lion. Both pieces suggest lions occupied a liminal position in Aurignacian cosmology, with the Chauvet lions dominating the deepest most inaccessible parts of a ritual cave, and the Lion-Man indicating a being who mediates between two worlds (Clottes, 2008; Kind et al, 2014). Whilst it is impossible to reconstruct a religion with no written sources to draw upon the conveyance of evidence is striking. From the Swabian Jura to Ardeche to Creswell, lions appear in contexts of highly symbolic investment. Both the Chauvet lions and the Lion-Man required exceptional skills, time, and resources to create implying high ritual value (White, 2003; Bahn, 2016). Hybrid beings, deep-cave placements, and patterned markings all suggest structured symbolic systems, and most amazingly lions have remained central to the most elaborate and sacred pieces of art over thousands of years. The fact this idea of the significance of lions and the Lion-Man hybrid representation spread across Europe shows the people of the upper-Palaeolithic participated in a shared symbolic universe. Whether in epic parietal painted panels or in enigmatic ivory figurines the result is the same: lions were amongst the first animals to be conceptualized as religious beings. 
The Chauvet Lions occupy the remote chambers of Chauvet cave and are only accessible through difficult passage. This is important in interpreting ideas of divinity in the Palaeolithic. David (2017) implies that ritual performance—both concerning divinity and death—were enacted within these deep cave chambers. French (2025) adds to this the importance of movement through these subterranean landscapes in the structure of ritual experience. Caves provide a context in which divinity can be inferred confidently. Their liminality, sensory qualities, and ritual use make them ideal settings for encounters with divine beings and the dead. The presence of therianthropic imagery and figurative art within these deep cave landscapes further strengthens the case for early religious thought within the upper Palaeolithic. 

[bookmark: _Toc240470073]Therianthropy, Ritual and Funerary Belief: Transformation and Liminality
Interpreting funerary behavior in the upper Palaeolithic requires a most careful attention to the symbolic material culture left behind. As Pettitt (2012) emphasizes, burial practices in this period reveal a “structured engagement with death,” expressed via both treatment of the body and associated artefacts. Although neither the Lion Man nor the Chauvet Lions were found in formal funerary contexts—the Lion Man was found in the same cave which uncovered the burial of people from the Palaeolithic albeit in two different areas—their shared symbolic properties and depositional contexts suggest meaningful connections to upper Palaeolithic ideas of death, transformation, and the afterlife. Therianthropic imagery is by its nature liminal. Coomba (2013) notes that hybrid human-animal figures occupy “liminal positions” within Palaeolithic compositions, signaling states that blur boundaries between human, animal, and spiritual. Liminality such as this resonates strongly within funerary archaeology, where death itself is a transitional—almost liminal—state. Wunn (2000) argues that early religions emerged from attempts to “manage the fear and anxiety of death”, and therianthropic beings served as a conceptual tool for navigating such transitions. The Lion Man with its hybrid human-lion body embodies this liminality. Kind, Ebinger-Rist and Wolf (2014) suggest the Lion Man represented a transformed ancestor or a spirit being that would be encountered in death. In funerary terms, this may reflect beliefs in post-mortem transformation or the ability of the dead to adopt animal attributes. 
In the Palaeolithic—and even through to today in some cases—caves frequently served as ritual, but also funerary, spaces. Clottes (2008) stresses that deep cave chambers were “chosen deliberately” for symbolic activities, including engagements with death. Pettitt (2012) goes on further to note that caves often contain “structured deposition of artefacts and remains”, suggesting repeated ritual use. The Lion Man was found in such a cave context, and although not directly associated with a burial, its placement may reflect a ritual deposition and symbolic death linked to beliefs about ancestors and spirits. Likewise, the Chauvet Lions are located in a deep cave system occupying a space that may have been conceptualized as a symbolic underworld. In many hunter-gatherer cosmologies, caves represent entrances to the realm of the dead; and so, the depiction of powerful predators in such a space may have been connected to funerary rites, ancestral journeys, and mythic narratives around death. The Chauvet Lions could easily have been invoked during rituals of death, protection and transition in the Palaeolithic. 
Funerary archaeology often uncovers the use of animal symbolism to articulate identity, status or cosmological affiliation. Wolf (2015) argues that Aurignacian personal ornaments acted as “signatures of identity”, and a similar role may also apply to therianthropic figures. The Lion Man could well have depicted a mythic ancestor whose animal attributes lent protection or status to the dead. Additionally, Gosden’s (2021) argument that upper Palaeolithic magic centered on “manipulating relationships between humans, animals, and spirits,” could also be rooted in funerary ritual. Predators such as lions had a particular symbolic power. In funerary contexts, lions could represent guardians, guides, or embodiments of the dead’s spiritual power. In White (2003) he suggests that upper Palaeolithic art show symbolic journeys, a journey that aligns closely with ritual narratives surrounding death and the afterlife. Furthermore, Renfrew (1994) argues that therianthropic imagery offers insight into how our ancestors conceptualized death. The mixture of therianthropic beings and epic mythic narratives help create funerary mythmaking, where memorable beings and images would help communities cope with death and loss in the Palaeolithic world.  The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and the Chauvet Lions may therefore reflect ancient cosmologies in which death involved transitions between human and animal worlds. 
Despite all this we must consider that upper Palaeolithic funerary behavior is methodologically difficult: burials are rare, contexts are complex, and symbolism is embedded within a wider ritual landscape rather than individual graves. Archaeologists therefore rely on a careful combination of contextual analysis, material culture studies, cognitive archaeology approaches, and cautious analogies to reconstruct funerary meaning. Pettitt (2012) states that Palaeolithic burial evidence reveals not only an engagement with death, but also one that is structured and extend beyond the graves and into caves, depositional practices, and even symbolic artefacts. At the core base of evidence for Palaeolithic funerary practices Pettitt (2012) centers the treatment of the body—position, grave goods, spatial setting—alongside careful recording of skeletal articulation, stratigraphy, and any associated artefacts that can be used to distinguish deliberate burial from natural deposition. The presence of grave goods, pigment, or spatial placement is taken as evidence of intentional mortuary practice by archaeologists, but Pettitt (2012) goes on to warn that “absence of evidence is not evidence of absence”, arguing for caution in interpreting incomplete contexts. Beaudry and Hicks (2010) go on further to state that detailed artefact analysis such as raw material, manufacture, use-wear, and deposition is key to understanding how objects participated in ritual. In funerary contexts, such analysis can reveal whether an item was used, displayed or symbolically broken as part of mortuary rites. If Ice Age magic involved the manipulation of humans, animals and spirits, then placing this in a funerary setting gives powerful animals—such as lions—symbolic guardianship and transformative powers (Gosden, 2021). The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and the Chauvet Lions give insight into the minds of our ancestors as Renfrew (1994) states. In funerary archaeology, the shared symbolism of these pieces suggests a cognitive schema about death and the afterlife that spread throughout Palaeolithic Europe. 
A more methodologically centered understanding of upper Palaeolithic funerary symbolism emerges when we consider the contextual analysis of burials, artefacts, and cave spaces when combined with the material culture studies of use-wear and deposition of artefacts, and the cognitive and ontological frameworks that explain why the symbolism of therianthropes, predators and deep caves were especially potent. If cave imagery is an “active participant in spiritual encounters” as Whitley (2008) suggests then if we apply that to funerary archaeology, we find art and objects become agents within mortuary rituals rather than mere passive backgrounds to them. Mortuary landscapes such as caves and pathways, and symbolic artefacts are best understood as integrated components in which death, identity, and cosmology are continuously negotiated. This methodological approach does not claim certainty about any specific beliefs, but it does help archaeologists to move beyond simple descriptives and towards a more nuanced reconstruction of Palaeolithic communities and how they understood and conceptualized death, their dead, and their place within a wider symbolic world. The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and Chauvet Lions provide crucial evidence of how our early ancestors conceptualized death and the supernatural through transformation with animal-human hybridity. As Pettitt (2012) argues, these engagements often extended beyond the grave itself and into the further symbolic landscapes and ritualized imagery. 
In the upper Palaeolithic caves were central to ritual practice and methodologically significant for funerary archaeology. Clottes (2008) emphasizes that deep cave chambers were chosen deliberately for symbolic activities and suggest intentional selection of spaces associated with darkness, depth, and sensory transformation. These qualities closely align with mortuary symbolism, and caves can be conceptualized as liminal spaces between life and death, or as entrances to the underworld. If David’s (2017) idea of caves as mythic theatres is correct, then ritual performances—including those related to death—were enacted deep within the subterranean environments. The Chauvet Lions occupy a landscape that can be viewed as ritually significant, being located within deep and remote chambers only accessible via difficult passageways. The spatial position of the lion panel is methodologically important as archaeologists analyze cave topography, movement pathways, and panel sequences to reconstruct how our ancestors may have encountered the imagery. French (2025) highlights the significance of movement through the landscapes structuring ritual experience, and in Chauvet, the journey into the deep cave chamber suggests they were part of ritualized encounters with powerful animal spirits, possibly invoked during ceremonies centered on death, transformation, and protection. In funerary archaeology, liminality is a key concept that suggests death itself is a transitional state, and many societies conceptualize the dead as undergoing transformation. Therefore, both the liminality of space in Chauvet cave and the liminality of the Lion-Man’s hybrid form further embody shared symbolism and the idea that the deceased could adopt animal attributes or traverse to different realms. 
In regard to the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel, we are offered a unique opportunity to explore therianthropy in relation to funerary beliefs. Its manufacture from mammoth ivory—an animal that was associated with great strength, endurance and ancestral memory—adds further symbolic weight. Archaeologists examine the Lion Man through detailed artefact analysis: raw material selection, carving techniques, breakage patterns, and spatial context. Material culture studies reveal how objects participated in rituals, and in funerary contexts, such analysis can indicated whether an item was displayed, handled, or deposited as part of mortuary rituals. The Lion Man’s cave context suggests it may have been placed deliberately within a ritual landscape, potentially as an offering to ancestors or spirits. Its deposition within the cave aligns it with the same symbolic landscape as the Chauvet Lions. Thus, both the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and the Chauvet Lions participate in a mortuary landscape that archaeologists can analyze through spatial mapping, access routes, and contextual associations. Comparatively, the Lion-Man represents a direct hybridization of human and animal spirits, whilst the Chauvet Lions represent powerful animal spirits that humans have actively sought to emulate, appease, or invoke in religious and mortuary contexts.  Therianthropic beings serve as anchors for communal stories about death, the afterlife, and ancestral transformation. Funerary archaeology often reveals the use of symbolic objects to articulate identity, status, and cosmological links. The Lion-Man oh Hohlenstein-Stadel could easily have represented a mythic ancestor which conferred group identity, protection, and spiritual pedigree that suggests a belief in an afterlife. Williams (2010) explains that prehistoric beliefs often centered on maintaining string relationships with ancestors, spirits, and the dead. In this context, therianthropic imagery could serve as a medium for communicating with such beings and ensuring safe passage for the dead. 
A holistic archaeological methodology reveals that therianthropic beings, predator imagery, and cave landscapes were all deeply intertwined within funerary beliefs in the upper Palaeolithic. As Bahn (2016) observes, upper Palaeolithic imagery reveals “a mental world in which boundaries were fluid and the sacred permeated everyday life.” In funerary contexts, these fluid boundaries shaped beliefs about death, transformation, and the continuing presence of ancestors. The Lion-Man and Chauvet Lions therefore stand not only in artistic and religious realms but as key components of a symbolic system that structured how our early ancestors understood mortality. In funerary contexts, apex predators such as lions may have symbolized danger, guardianship, and the transformative powers required to navigate into the afterlife. The Chauvet Lions represent these symbolisms via external animal power encountered within ritual landscapes in which the lion panels were fixed participants in large-scale ritual activities, whereas the Lion-Man represents the internalized animal power embodied within a humanoid figure that was able to participate in smaller-scale ritual performances due to its portability. Additionally, the Lion-Man can be understood to represent cognitive innovation in funerary symbolism, while the Chauvet Lions represent cognitive reinforcement of predator power within a mortuary landscape. 
As a ritual object the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel is one of the most remarkable examples. It is widely regarded as one of the earliest known 3D representations of a supernatural being. Its unusual form, material composition, archaeological context, and evidence of long-term modification suggest that it played a significant role within a ritual and religious system rather than serving as a decorative or mere artistic object. The figurines importance begins with its deliberate fusion of human and animal—from its mammoth ivory material to its therianthropic form. Therianthropic imagery is comparatively rare within Palaeolithic art, making examples particularly significant when they occur. It’s important to add here that therianthropic imagery hit its peak during the Aurignacian and Gravettian periods of the upper Palaeolithic. Coomba (2013) suggests that mixed human-animal hybrid representations occupy a unique position within Palaeolithic symbolic systems because they appear to express concepts that move beyond the everyday observations of a community and into the mythological and spiritual domains. Similarly, Clottes (2016) notes that therianthropes represent “beings that cannot exist in reality”, indicating that such images emerged from belief, imagination, and religious thought. A clear removal from the usual naturalistic style that most Palaeolithic art reflects. 
The choice of a cave lion for the being is considerably significant. Across European cave art, dangerous predators are frequently depicted despite contributing little to the human diet. Bahn and Clifford (2017) observe that large felines occupied a disproportionate place in upper Palaeolithic imagery relative to their economic importance. This suggests that cave lions possessed symbolic significance independent of subsistence concerns. Clottes (2008) goes on to state that predators may have been regarded as powerful spiritual entities occupying a special position within Ice Age cosmologies. The Lion-Man’s mammoth ivory composition further reinforces a ritual significance. As Wolf (2017) states, “mammoth ivory was a highly valued material” and was very unlikely to be used for day-to-day objects. The transformation of mammoth tusk into therianthropic supernatural being may therefore have embodied the transfer of symbolic power from one potent animal species to another. Adding archaeological evidence to this, there is further support for the interpretation of the Lion-Man as ritual object. The figurine was found deep within Hohlenstein-Stadel cave rather than within a domestic settlement context. Such locations are frequently associated with symbolic and ritual behaviors throughout the upper Palaeolithic period. Clottes (2016) argues that cave interiors often functioned as “places apart” where contact with the spiritual forces were sought. The deposition of the Lion-Man within this environment suggests a deliberate placement within a sacred landscape rather than accidental loss or damage. 
Significantly, Kind, Ebinger-Rist and Wolf (2020) argue that the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel underwent repeated episodes of modification and repair during its use-life. Evidence that parts of the carving were altered, maintained, and eventually deposited suggests the figurine was not a static artwork but an active participant within cultural practices. Such treatment is characteristic of ritual objects that possess continuing social and spiritual importance. There are a couple of interpretations of who the Lion-Man was meant to represent. One interpretation is that the Lion-Man functioned as a physical representation of a mythological being. Mithen (1996) associates the emergence of composite creatures with increasingly sophisticated symbolic, and narrative thought during the upper Palaeolithic period. Likewise, White (2003) argues that the early figurative art provided a means through which communities externalized complex ideas, stories, and beliefs. The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel may therefore have materialized as a character from oral traditions, mythological narratives, or cosmological belief systems that were shared within Aurignacian societies. Another possibility is that the Lion-Man was linked to ritual specialists. Clottes (2008) proposes that some therianthropic imagery may reflect altered states of consciousness associated with ritual practice. In this interpretation, human-animal hybrid beings represent transformations experienced by individuals during ceremonies or visionary encounters. Whitley (2008) similarly argues that the human-animal hybrid beings frequently emerge within shamanic traditions as representations of spiritual travel, animal guardians, or transformed ritual practitioners. While direct evidence for shamanism in the Aurignacian remains elusive, the Lion-Man’s combination of human and cave lion characteristics is consistent with the symbolic expressions of transformation between realms of existence. 
 The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel may also have functioned as a ceremonial focus during communal rituals. Insoll (2004) notes that ritual objects often serve as mediators between human communities and supernatural forces. Their significance lies not only in their appearance but in their capacity to structure ritual action and embody shared beliefs. The Lion-Man’s substantial size, unusual form, and deposition with a deep cave setting suggests that it may have been displayed, handled, and curated during ceremonies that reinforced group identity and cosmological knowledge. Its continued maintenance over time would support the notion that successive generations recognized and preserved its sacred status. From a cognitive respective however, the Lion-Man of Holenstein-Stadel represents evidence for the emergence of complex religious thought. Renfrew (1994) argues that symbolic artefacts provide valuable evidence for the development of abstract cognition and belief systems. The ability to conceive of a being that exists neither as fully human nor fully animal demonstrates sophisticated imaginative capacities and an ability to materialize supernatural concepts. Wunn (2000) similarly associates the origins of religion with the emergence of symbolic systems capable of mediating relationships between humans and unseen forces. The Lion-Man stands as a tangible manifestation of this process. Ultimately, the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel is best understood as a ritual object embedded within a wider religious or funerary landscape of the Aurignacian. Its therianthropic form, mammoth ivory material, cave context, and evidence of prolonged modification collectively suggest that functioned as a significant ritual piece of art, rather than a purely artistic one. Whether representing a mythological being, a transformed ritual specialist, a spiritual intermediary, or a focal point for ceremonial activity, the Lion-Man figurine appears to have mediated relationships between humans, animals, and the supernatural. As one of the earliest known examples of symbolic sculpture, it provides a compelling evidence that complex religious and ritual concepts and ritual or funerary practices were already well established amongst the first modern humans of Ice Age Europe. 


[bookmark: _Toc240470074]Therianthropic Cognition: Hybridity and Supernatural Agency
 It is undeniable that the earliest art in Europe is saturated with beings that blur the lines between human, animal, and something other. From the monumental painted lions at Chauvet to the wonderful Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel, Palaeolithic imagery repeatedly envisions forms that resist simple categorizations. These hybrid beings offer a glimpse into the cognitive, social, and cosmological worlds of the first Homo Sapiens to inhabit ice age Europe. This chapter aims to discuss the intertwined themes of hybridity and supernatural agency, positioning them within the current archaeological frameworks, and foregrounding two of the most iconic examples of art from the Aurignacian period – the Chauvet lions and the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel. Hybridity in Palaeolithic art has long been recognized as a hallmark of early symbolic behavior. Scholars such as White (2003) and Mithen (1996) argue that the emergence of composite beings reflect a major cognitive shift towards the ability to imagine beings that do not exist in the natural world. This ability is central to the evolution of religious thought (Boyer, 2001). Hybrids are memorable, powerful, and cognitively attractive; the inhabit the liminal spaces between categories, making them perfect vehicles for myth, ritual, and cosmological speculation. 
The palaeolithic was a time in which humans lived in close proximity to large and often dagerous animals. Clottes (2016) and David (2017) emphasise the ice age environment fostered a worldview in which animals were not only resources but potent beings with agency of their own. Ingold’s (2000) relational anthropology helps us to frame this: humans and animals were enmeshed in a shared landscape of movement, perception, and mutual awareness. In such a world the boundaries between species were conceptually permeable, and hybrid beings served as mediators between the realms. The archaeology of ritual and religion in deep prehistory is by necessity interpretive, but scholars such as Insoll (2004; 2020), Renfrew (1994), and Pettitt (2012) argue that material culture provides crucial clues to early religious cognition. Supernatural agency is a recurrent feature of human socities and defines the attribution of intentionality to non-human beings (MacGregor, 2019). In the palaeolithic this agency is often expressed through imagery such as animals depicted with heightened presence. Hybrids are particularly important in this context. They are not simple artistic experiments but intentional embodiments of beings capable of acting in the world. Early religion likely emerged as an attempt to negotiate with powerful forces in the environment and hybrid beings may represent the earliest material expressions of such negotiations (Wunn, 2000). 
Interpreting ritual behaviour in the upper Palaeolithic forces archaeologists to rely on material traces and artefacts that imply structured and symbolic action. Insoll (2004) suggests that prehistoric religion must be reconstructed from the “material residues of ritual practice,” and both the Lion Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and the Chauvet Lions consist of unusually rich examples of thee residues. Their form, context, and shared symbolic complexity suggest that they were embedded in deep ritualised engagements with the supernatural, transformation, and raw animal power. Looking at each piece as ritual objects can help us put metaphorical flesh on the bones of our argument. The Hohlenstein-Stadel Lion Man is widely regarded as one of the most significant ritual artefacts from the Palaeolithic world. It is described a figurine that signals to symbolic ritual use rarther than naturalistic intent (Kind, Ebinger-Rist & Wolf, 2020; 2014). Therianthrophic beings are usually interpreted as mediators between human and animal worlds. Boyer (2001) suggests that beings such as human-animal hybrids are particularly suitable for religious transmission because they are “easy to remember and culturally contagious”. The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel is therefore perfect for ritual focus in mythic storytelling, initiation, and ritual transformation. Beyond this, Wolf (2015) suggests the Lion-Man figurine may have been used to articulate group identity, mythic lineage, or ritual authority, and likely used within mythic storytelling. 
Likewise, the Chauvet Lions can be seen to represent wonderous ritual symbolisim that shares symbolism and potential function with that of the Hohlenstein-Stadel Lion-Man despite their differing mediums. Fritz (2015) describes the lion panels in Chauvet as demonstrationg “a fusion of gesture, myth and narrative” that are not mere depictions of animals but active components of ritual storytelling and performance. Clottes (2016) supports this view by adding that Palaeolithic art is “never merely decorative”. The placement of the panel deep within the cave structure and far from everyday habitation supports their interpretation as part of a ritual landscape. In Coomba (2013) he notes that both therianthropic beings and powerful animals “occupy liminal positions within cave compositions”. Their dominance within certain panels may indicate ritual focus on hunting magic, clan identity, or mythic storytelling involving animal spirits. Whitley (2008) goes on to suggest that cave art often served as a medium for ritual performance, with images acting as “active participants in spiritual encounters”. In this framework, the Chauvet Lions may have been invoked during ceremonies and communicating with powerful forces. David (2017) goes on to add that cave art functioned as a “theatre of myth” where images were activated via ritual action. Both the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and the Chauvet Lions appear to reflect cosmologies in which humans and animals shared permeable identities, and both were key focuses in ritualised mythic storytelling. Together, the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and Chauvet Lions deomstrate how upper Palaeolithic communities used terianthropic and predator imagery to structure their ritual practice and beliefs. 
The Aurignacian period was a deeply symbolic time in palaeolithic Europe. Bolus (2001) and French (2025) both highlight the “proliferation of figurative art, personal ornamentations, and complex technologies prevalient at this time”. Within this wider context the appearance of hybrid beings is not anomalous but rather indicative of a cultural milieu in which symbolic experimentation flourished. It is within this framework that the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and the painted lions of Chauvet were created. Taken together the Lion-Man and Lion panel reveal a clear shared symbolic grammar across the early upper palaeolithic in Europe. Both pieces of art foreground lions – apex predators – rarely encountered directly yet deeply embedded in the imaginative landscape. Both pieces of art express forms of agency that exceed the naturalistic, and both participate in a broader tradition of composite beings, powerful animals, and liminal figures. This hybridity is not merely aesthetic, but reflects a cosmology in which humans interacted with hybrids and spirits within permeable realms. As Gosden (2021) suggests, magic and supernatural agency are not later cultural inventions but deep and enduring aspects of the human experience. Whats more, the palaeolithic archaeology supports this.
Material culture studies emphasise that objects do not simply represent ideas, they participate in social and cosmological processes (Steel & Attala,  2024). The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel carved from mammoth ivory carries the material memory of the animal from which it was formed. The Chauvet lion panel, painted within a deep cave system, exists within a sensory environment of darkness, echo, and ritual movement. These contexts matter! They shape how supernatural agency was experienced, enacted, and transmitted. Ochota (2017) and O’Keefe (2025) remind us that palaeolithic art was embedded within lived landscapes, not isolated masterpieces. The hybrid beings of the ice age were part of a broader tapestry of belief, practice, and identity. Hybridity and supernatural agency were central to the understanding of palaeolithic Europe. The Chauvet lion panel and the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel exemplifies a worldview in which humans and animals were deeply entangled, and in which imagined beings played active roles in social and cosmological life. These artworks are expressions of the shared symbolic expression and tradition that emerged in upper palaeolithic Europe. 

[bookmark: _Toc240470075]Conclusion: Rethinking Divinity in Palaeolithic Europe
The evidence examined throughout this paper suggest that the origins of religion and ritual behavior can be traced deep into the European upper Palaeolithic, where symbolic thought, mortuary practices, and the creation of sacred objects reveal increasingly complex conceptions of the world. Whilst direct access to prehistoric belief systems remains impossible, the cumulative archaeological evidence indicates that Palaeolithic societies possessed the cognitive and cultural capacity to engaged with abstract concepts concerning identity, transformation, death, and the supernatural. The emergence of intentional burial practices, the deposition of grave goods, cave art, personal ornamentation, and therianthropic representations collectively support arguments that religious thought was already established by the Aurignacian period (Pettitt, 2012; Wunn, 2000; Insoll, 2020). So, can it really be said that the idea of divinity began in the earliest Palaeolithic? The Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel stands as one of the world’s most wonderous and evocative artefact from the upper Palaeolithic, offering a rare and powerful glimpse into the symbolic, cognitive, and potentially religious worldview of early Homo Sapiens. Through the preceding chapters, I have argued that the figurine is far more than an isolated artistic achievement. Rather, it embodies a complex entanglement of material practice, symbolic thought, and ritual engagement that points towards the emergence of religious imagination in Aurignacian Europe. At the most fundamental level, the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel demonstrates an advanced capacity for abstraction and imagination within our ancestors. Its therianthropic form – combining human and cave lion characteristics – reveals a conceptual leap beyond a simple representation into the realms of possible but unseen. This ability to envision hybrid beings shows a significant cognitive development, one that aligned with broader theories that identify such imaginative capacities as significant to myth-making and religious thought. The figurine does not simply depict; it mediates. It bridges realms that are otherwise distinct – human and animal, natural and supernatural – indicating that these boundaries were understood by our ancestors as permeable within their Aurignacian cosmology. Alongside the Chauvet Lion panel we can see how upper Palaeolithic communities conceptualized death as transformative, relational process involving humans, animals, and spirits. These fluid boundaries shaped beliefs about death, the afterlife and ancestral presence for our earliest ancestors. 
Materiality further deepens this interpretation. The choice of mammoth ivory, which is a rare and symbolically charged material, and the immense labor investment required to create the figure underscores its deep significance. The Lion-Man was not merely made, it was carefully and deliberately brought into being through a lengthy process of engagement between artist, material, and idea. As argued through a materiality framework, the figurine’s importance lies not only in its final form but also in its entire object biography, from tusk procurement, to carving, from deposition to fragmentation, and finally modern reconstruction. Each stage has contributed to its meaning and suggest that the act of creation itself may have held a ritual significance. The restoration process also reminds is that our current understanding of the Lion-Man is shaped by modern interpretive practices which continue the object’s biography into present day. The archaeological context of the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel reinforces its non-utilitarian function. Its placement deep within the Hohlenstein-Stadel cave, alongside evidence of repeated ritual activity, situates it firmly within a ritual landscape. Such environments are widely understood as liminal spaces in upper Palaeolithic contexts, were likely associated with encounters between human and otherworldly realms. The apparent deliberate fragmentation of the figurine strengthens the interpretation of ritual use, reflecting possible practices of ritual offering, transformation, or symbolic killing of the object. In this context the Lion-Man of Holenstein-Stadel can be understood not a passive object but as an active participant in ritual activities. 
Comparative analysis with the Chauvet lion panel has further demonstrated that the Lion-Man was not an isolated phenomenon but instead part of a broader symbolic system that spanned Aurignacian Europe. Both the figurine and the parietal art emphasize lions as creatures of power, agency, and significance, often situated within the deepest and most symbolically charged cave spaces. These shared features suggest a widely distributed conceptual framework in which lions occupied a privileged position within mythic and cosmological thoughts. Whether as embodiments of natural power, spiritual entities, or beings capable of transformation, lions appear consistently as more-than-animal beings. The Lion-Man of Holenstein-Stadel, as a therianthropic being, intensifies this symbolism, presenting a being that not only represents power but incorporates and transcends it. Importantly, throughout this paper I have also considered cognitive archeological perspectives that frame hybridity not solely as evidence of religion, but as an expression of evolved human cognition. From this perspective, the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel may reflect mental processes such as categorization, analogy, and imaginative synthesis rather than a fully developed religious system. However, these interpretations are not mutually exclusive. In fact, they reinforce the argument that the cognitive foundations for religion – the attribution of agency, the construction of on-human beings, and negotiation with unseen forces – were already present in Aurignacian societies. Taken together the evidence supports the interpretation of the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel as a figure of profound symbolic and possibly religious significance. Whether understood as a deity, spirit, mythic being or ancestor, or as a mediator between realms, the figurine embodies early attempts to conceptualize and engage with forces beyond the immediate human experience. Its enduring presence across time – echoed in later figurines and geographically distant finds – suggest that the ideas it represents were not fleeting but deeply embedded within Palaeolithic cultural and ritual traditions. 
The evidence explored throughout this paper suggest that therianthropic imagery—particularly the Lion-Man of Holenstein-Stadel and the Chauvet Lions—played a significant role in shaping upper Palaeolithic conceptions of divinity, death, and the supernatural. While neither artefact is directly linked to any formal burials, their shared symbolic properties, spatial contexts, and ritual implications align closely with what Pettitt (2012) calls “structured engagements with death.” When examined through archaeological, cognitive and ontological frameworks, both artefacts make excellent case studies to reveal how modern humans may have conceptualized divine beings that mediated between life and death, human and animal, the living and the ancestral. Therianthropy itself appears to have been a potent vehicle for expressing divine or supernatural identity. Ingold (2000) emphasizes relational ontologies in which humans and animals shared a personhood, suggesting that composite beings may have embodied divine relationality rather than metaphorical symbolism. The Lion-Man exemplifies this divine liminality. The Chauvet Lions by comparison represent a different yet complementary mode of therianthropic divinity. The lion panels participated in ritual storytelling that may have included accounts of divine beings, ancestral journeys, and spiritual encounters. Their dominance within certain panels, dynamic movements, and social behavior indicate that they were not simple animals but in fact embodiments of predator power—a form of divine authority recognized across many hunter-gatherer traditions. The Chauvet Lions may have been invoked as divine protectors or guides during mortuary rituals.
Both case studies considered in this paper are embedded within deep cave landscapes that were themselves conceptualized as divine or mortuary spaces. Clottes (2008) draws emphasis on the deep cave chambers chosen carefully for symbolic activities, including ritual, art, and possibly funerary rites. Caves, with their deep darkness and depth could well have been seen, as in later mythologies, as entrances to the domain of the dead or supernatural realms. Beyond this, caves would also likely be used for repeated ritual that may have included offerings to divine beings and the ancestors, or the dead. The combined evidence suggests that therianthropic beings could be understood in funerary cosmologies with the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel representing a divine ancestor capable of transversing human and animal realms, guiding the dead, and protecting the living. It may also have embodied a group identity that linked spiritual lineage to divine ancestry. The Chauvet Lions meanwhile were powerful predator spirits that may have served as divine guardians and agents for transformation. Taken together, the Lion-Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel and the Chauvet Lions reveal a shared coherent symbolic system in which therianthropic beings—whether hybrid or predator—embodied divine power within mortuary and religious landscapes. They demonstrate that upper Palaeolithic communities conceptualized divinity not as a distant or abstract idea but as intimately connected to animals, caves, and the process of death and transformation. The boundaries between everyday life and the sacred permeated day to day life and in funerary contexts, these boundaries are fluid and shaped beliefs about divine beings who mediated between realms, acted as guides for the dead, and helped maintain relationships between humans, animals, and spirits. The Lion-Man and Chauvet Lions therefore stand as key expressions of therianthropic divinity—supernatural beings whose hybrid or predatory identities made them ideal agents within religious and funerary cosmologies. Their presence in ritual landscape suggest that death was understood by our early ancestors not as an end but as a transformative journey which was guided by divine beings who embodied the fluid, relational, and powerful nature of the upper Palaeolithic sacred world view. 
Interpreting divinity in the Palaeolithic archaeological record is, as I’ve already stated, inherently challenging. The absence of written texts, the fragmentary nature of surviving material culture, and the ambiguity of symbolic imagery all complicated attempts to reconstruct belief systems definitively. Yet despite these methodological constraints, certain categories of artefacts—such as the imagery of the Lion-Man of Holenstein-Stadel and the Chauvet Lion panel—provide unusually rich evidence for the emergence of religious thought in the upper Palaeolithic. When analyzed critically, these images reveal cognitive, symbolic, and ritual structures that strongly suggest the presence of divine beings, mythic narratives, and funerary cosmologies long before the advent of agriculture or organized religions. In conclusion the methodological critique of interpreting divinity through Palaeolithic art argues that therianthropic imagery represents one of the earliest material expressions of religious thought. The Lion-Man and Chauvet Lions serves as anchors demonstrating how upper Palaeolithic communities conceptualized beings that transcended human-animal boundaries, mediated between life and death, and occupied sacred landscapes such as deep caves. These images, when examined through archaeological, cognitive, and ontological frameworks reveal a coherent symbolic system that aligns closely with early religious behavior. 
Archaeologists have long debated whether Palaeolithic art can be used to infer religious belief. The methodological problem is clear: Art is not inherently religious, and without textual evidence to support it, divinity cannot be assumed. But as Clottes (2016) cautions, Palaeolithic art is never just decorative. Archaeologists must identify patterns of symbolic behavior—repetition, liminality, structured deposition, spatial patterning—that indicate ritual and cosmological significance. The Lion-Man and Chauvet Lions meet these criteria more strongly than most other Palaeolithic imagery, but it remains a tentative interpretation still as understanding must be rooted in archaeological evidence, not modern assumptions around gods and spirits. Luckily, therianthropic imagery itself—the combining of animal and human attributes—is one of the strongest indicators of early religious thought by their identities that transcend ordinary human identity. In hunter-gatherer societies, beings who cross ontological boundaries are understood as divine, ancestral, or spiritually empowered. Thus, therianthropy provides a methodological bridge between art and divinity—hybrid beings represent cognitive and symbolic structures that align closely with religious thought and point to plausible Palaeolithic origins to religious thought. 
Thus, despite methodological challenges, therianthropic imagery provides compelling evidence for the Palaeolithic origins of religious thought. The Lion Man and Chauvet lions stand not only as artistic achievements but as material expressions of early cosmology, divinity, and funerary belief—testament to the deep antiquity of the human sacred imagination. When considered alongside evidence for intentional burials, the Lion-Man indicates that Upper Palaeolithic people were developing frameworks through which humans could relate to forces beyond ordinary experience. Such frameworks likely included beliefs concerning spirits, animals, transformation, ancestry, and death. As Clottes (2016) argues, Palaeolithic art should be understood not merely as aesthetic expression but as part of a broader symbolic system through which communities engaged with the unseen world. The Lion-Man therefore stands as compelling evidence that the roots of religion lay in the cognitive and symbolic revolution of the Upper Palaeolithic. Together with the growing complexity of burial practices, it demonstrates that Ice Age peoples were not simply surviving within their environments but were actively constructing meaningful cosmologies that sought to explain life, death, and humanity's place within a spiritually animated world. 
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