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By Chris Bolgiano 

n the beginning was the lion. 
J mages of leonine power are as 
ancient as the first scratchings 
on cave walls and as ambigu
ous as the Sphinx. Lions roam 
through the Bible, emissaries 
sometimes of God, sometimes 

of the Devil. From Aristotle's attempts 
at empirical description to the fanciful 
symbolism of medieval besliarists, the 
lion embodied both the noblest and the 
most savage traits of humankind. 

Lions had been gone from Europe for 

26 

more than a millennia by the time Eu
ropeans discovered the New World. 
Bears, wolves, and several species of 
small wild cats remained, so the 
analogous animals on new shores were 
easily comprehended. Large cats, how
ever, were completely foreign. From 
Columbus on, explorers wrote of lions, 
leopards, tigers, "ounces," panthers and 
"pards," confounding real and mythical 
animals of the Old World with the 
jaguars, mountain lions, and ocelots 
that are unique to.the New. Of these, 

only the mountain lion ranged through
out both hemispheres, including the 
thirteen colonies. The assimilation of 
this unknown creature into the collec
tive American consciousness transpired 
through the workings of what Aldo 
Leopold called "the mental eye." It is 
our "perception of the natural processes 
by which the land and the living things 
upon it ... maintain their existence," 
Leopold wrote, that determines our re
action lo them. Or, as Barry Lopez put 
it in Of Wolves and Men, "we create 
wolves " in the eye of our imagination. 
In .the course of four centuries, the 
American imagination has created of 
the mountain lion the most terrifying, 
the most contemptible, and the most 
magnificent animal in the American 
wilderness. 

My own mind's eye has fashioned an 
idea of mountain lion over a period of 
many years. I can barely remember, 
as in a dim haze of prehistory, when I 
was perplexed by the cal of many 
names. Who were those mysterious and 
vaguely threatening animals called 
cougar, puma, panther, calamount, and 
wild cat? Slowly I etched out a single 
cal in my mind, the chaos of images 
resolved into the quintessence of feline 
grace. The image is with me still: 
Mountain lions move through my 
dreams, leaping, bounding, scrabbling 
over rocky cliffs, padding down sandy 
streambeds. 

The confusion of my early imaginings 
mirrored distantly the initial confusion 
of colonists. The idea of lions was so 

intriguing al first that skins of the elu
sive creature were sought through 
friendship or trade with Native Ameri
cans. Gradually it became clear that 
the sleek, stealthy cat that screamed 
instead of roared, and that never had a 
mane, was not the lion of fable. Cu
riosity withered as the thin, short-haired 
pelts proved of little value in the fur 
industry. Busy on the frontier, Amer
icans simply substituted one mythical 
image for another. By the 1670s, set
tlers were consistently calling their cal 
a panther. Panthers were vague con
cepts that for centuries had been in
extricably mixed with leopards. Both 
animals were generally symbols of evil: 

Top left: A mountain lion in Montana 
makes snarling commentary for the pho
tographer. At right is Charles Livingston 
Bull's elegant rendering of "Puma and 
Ptarmigans," from CENTURY magazine, 

November 1913. 
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