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The (In)visibility of the Iberian Lynx
From Vermin to Conservation Emblem

Margarida Lopes-Fernandes and Amélia Frazão-Moreira

ABSTRACT
Not much is known about how the cultural image of predators has
been constructed in Western contexts and changed through time.
This article reviews representations of lynx in Western Europe. A
‘cultural map’ of lynx in historical contexts is presented, and the
‘social visibility’ of the Iberian lynx in Portugal explored. Since pre-
historic times the lynx has been an inspiration, an amulet, a creature
gifted with extraordinary capacities but also a food item, and a ‘ver-
min’ to eliminate. Recently, the Iberian lynx has become a global con-
servation emblem; once a noxious predator, it is now a symbol of
wilderness. Examples show how the species acquired visibility and
has been appropriated in contemporary contexts such as logos,
‘green’ marketing, urban art or political campaigns. There is also evi-
dence of a new identity construction in Portuguese rural areas where
lynx is being  reintroduced, exemplifying a process of objectification
of nature.

KEYWORDS
animal representations, human-nonhuman relationship, lynx, nature
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Ecosystems and species are both under the influence of cultural per-
ceptions and values. Under the concept of biocultural memory, several
dimensions such as the histories of humanity and of nature are inte-
grated, so there is a possibility of understanding, evaluating and valu-
ing the historical experience (Toledo and Barrera-Bassols 2008). The
relationship between humans and nature has been a theme approached
by anthropologists (e.g. Ingold 1988; Milton 2002); however, the specific
cases of species under special conservation concern have not been
much studied within anthropological frameworks. Frequently environ-
mental processes are also targeted by the discipline, but often specifi-
cally about disputes over territories and the rights of government/local
groups (e.g. Santamarina Campos and Ramiro 2013). 

The cultural significance of nonhuman animals has been analysed,
mostly from a historical perspective (e.g. Kalof and Pohl-Resl 2007),
and also in terms of human and nonhuman animal relationships (e.g.
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Mullin 1999), but with less emphasis on specific wild species. Saunders
(1998) found that large felines (‘big cats’) are the species most com-
monly mentioned to evoke a diversity of cultural responses across the
world and that among carnivores, felines have had a profound effect
on human sensibilities since the beginning of recorded time. In fact,
the oldest known sculpture made by human hands is a feline anthro-
pomorphic figure (Wynn et al. 2013), denominated the ‘lion-man’ and
carved from mammoth tusk in Ulm, Germany, more than forty thou-
sand years ago (Dalton 2003). Its role as a religious or other object is
still unclear, but the choice of the lion can be taken as evidence of a
significant early link between humans and wild felids. The studies of
Gallagher (1994) and Goldman and Walsh (1997) also report cultural
aspects related to ‘panthers’ in American (puma, cougar) and African
(leopard) contexts, probably reminiscent of strong bonds with native
people there. However, the understanding of representations of certain
species, namely, emblematic ones, and their significance and visibility
within historical and contemporary frameworks has not been analysed.
Such was the aim of the present article. 

The Iberian and Eurasian lynx species (Lynx pardinus and Lynx lynx)
are two of the last wild felines extant in Western European ecosystems.
Lynxes are discrete and apparently less well-known than other large
carnivores (Lescureux et al. 2011) that have often been seen as prob-
lematic species due to their economic impact on humans. The Iberian
lynx is a species endemic to the Iberian Peninsula (Breitenmoser et al.
2015), with only two main populations living in the wild (Simon et al.
2012). Presently there are new occurrence areas due to reintroduction
efforts in Portugal and Spain (Iberlince LIFE+ project), and therefore
a new scenario of coexistence with people emerges. In Portugal there
have been no resident populations of Iberian lynx since the end of the
twentieth century (Pires and Fernandes 2002; Queiroz et al. 2005; Sar-
mento et al. 2009). Although much literature covers its ecology, pop-
ulation dynamics and genetics, the cultural dimension of this species
through iconography, representations and other material evidence has
not yet been studied. This article analyses those aspects from an
anthropological point of view, in the sense that Godelier (1978) defines
representations as interpretations from which human thought organ-
ises relationships among humans and with nature. 

We review the visibility of the lynx in cultural terms, exploring
 representations from the past and human uses in Western Europe.
Understanding representations of a wild species in the past, and appro-
priations in the present, contributes to a better comprehension of the
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relationship between humans and wild predators. Knowing collective
memories is important to contextualise the Portuguese case in the pres-
ent and our exploration of the reintroduction of the Iberian lynx.

Methods

We gathered information on representations of lynx (Lynx sp.) in a
European historical context, which mainly referred to the lynx species
occurring in the respective territory – either Lynx lynx or Lynx pardinus
– although this was not possible to discriminate. Although Eurasian
lynx is, in scientific terms, after the twentieth century, a separate
species from the Iberian lynx, the representations and symbolism
around these felids were shared in Western European and Mediter-
ranean culture, and there is no evidence that people differentiated
them through time. 

We considered past uses, material patrimony or descriptions of the
species. We searched for representations of lynx from European con-
texts, namely, in the following sources: archaeological archives, bes-
tiaries and classical works, natural history compendia, museum art
collections and lynx representations publicly available through the
Internet. It was not an exhaustive collection, but it comprises a time
framework from prehistory onwards. 

Through observation of monuments, heraldry, paintings, and con-
temporary items (e.g. logos), we explored the Portuguese case, also
using the literary database “Atlas das paisagens literárias de Portugal
continental” to look for references to the species in twentieth-century
Portuguese fiction.

During ethnographic work that took place in rural southern Portu-
gal between 2012 and 2014 in the lynx historical occurrence areas of
Moura-Barrancos and Guadiana, ninety-four interviews were con-
ducted. During that fieldwork we also enquired about local stories
with lynx and looked for local representations of the species. 

Results

Earlier Days: Food and Symbolism

‘Nos Aper auditu, lynx visu, simia gustu, Vultur odoratu, precellit
Aranea tactu’ [They are superior: in the wild boar, the audition, in the
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lynx, the vision, in the simians, the taste, in vultures, the smell and in
the spider, the touch]

—B. Abreu, Portugal Médico

Table 1 summarises a review of known material evidence and lynx
representations throughout history in Europe. This compilation refers
to European lynx as well as Iberian lynx living in Europe, and it shows
that people retain representations and beliefs of both species until
modern times. In fact, a citation from 1855 says: ‘The lynx from
Europe is not found anywhere else but the Algarve, Portugal’ (Tou-
ssenel, cited in Callou 2008: 20). 

We did find some data from prehistory in Iberia and Central
Europe (Figure 1 and Table 1). A lynx bone dating from 7500 BCE

found in Portugal is one of the few pieces of material evidence con-
cerning the contact between lynxes and humans (Figure 1, no. 1). It
was found in the coastal area of Muge (Portugal) and shows cut marks
and use of fire, indicating that the lynx fur was probably used and that
the meat might have been consumed by humans (Cleia Detry and
Simon Davis, pers. comm., 2012;  Fernandes et al. 2012). The commu-
nity of hunter-gatherers at this site was described as a wild rabbit con-
sumer due to local rabbit abundance, and this is also the main prey
of lynx in Iberia. Callou (2008) also refers to the earlier consumption
of Iberian lynx in France during the Paleolithic era. People might have
seen the lynx at this time as a competing predator and could already
have held an attitude of dominance towards wildlife. Vigne (2011) cat-
egorises this phase of prehistory, when domestication occurred, as a
period of intensification in the relationship between nonhuman ani-
mals and humans. The author argues that to start the process of non-
human animal domestication implies that at some stage humans gave
themselves permission to control nature. This suggests that to become
a dominant species, humans had to radically change their ‘horizontal’
conception of the world into a ‘vertical’ one. Humans were beginning
to see themselves within a hierarchical order dominated by divinities,
placing themselves above nonhuman animals and plants, which in
turn allowed them to dominate or even kill them. This aspect might
have characterised the beginning of human-lynx relationships in West-
ern Europe. Indeed, most examples of lynx presence in human culture
contain a focus on human interests as central in their relationship with
wild species. Lynx is often represented as either useful or not useful
to humans, an expression of utilitarianism. Furthermore, there is the
aspect of human dominion over wild species, as the lynx was a hunted
species and often a trophy throughout Europe. 
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On the other hand, there is much symbolism associated with lynxes:
these animals were used in Norse burials (Table 1, example 10), and
they were believed to possess extraordinary capacities, acute vision
and medicinal properties (Table 1, examples 7, 12, 13 and 16). Roman
army indumenta used the lynx as a power icon, among other species
such as the eagle, possibly related to beauty and strength (Figure 1,
nº5). Lynx was also a symbol of omniscience in Christian religion
(Table 1, example 12) and adopted by the Accademia dei lincei, a pre-
cursor of natural history academies.

In the case of the Accademia dei lincei (see Table 1, no. 14; Figure
1, no. 16), the lynx is a symbol of the new scientific method and can
even be related to the creation of the telescope, an Accademia instru-
ment. Lüthy (1996), on this subject, advances that the wish (of the
Accademia) to look further refers to the ‘interior eye of the intellect’
from a metaphorical point of view, but is also related to the initial
interest in the telescope and its invention. At the time, Giambattista
Della Porta had supported the production of an instrument ‘to see far
and spectacles that could distinguish a man several miles away’ (Lüthy
1996). This invention, originally inspired by the lynx’s legendary
vision, revolutionised science and the epoch. 

Some of the representations, namely, during the Greco-Roman
period (Figure 1, nos 3–6), also reveal a close connection of humans
with nature. Until the twentieth century the lynx, along with other
wild predators, was simultaneously a real and an imaginary creature
for people. 

In the Middle East (see Table 1, example 8), the lynx was chosen as
an ornament for incense burners, an exquisite example of elegant rep-
resentations of wild fauna (Figure 1 image 13). In another example, a
lynx in a drinking horn, movement and details represent the agility
and capacity of the predator capturing prey (Figure 1 image 9). This
piece also reveals knowledge and close observation of the animal in
the wild and its habits.

The knowledge about the real lynx together with mystical beliefs
coexists in time until a more rational discourse in the nineteenth cen-
tury is noted. In an example from a Portuguese book about nonhuman
animals, a description deconstructs that the lynx that saw through
walls and produced precious stones through its urine (for this see
Table 1, no. 7) was a ‘fabulous lynx, imaginary, which had nothing in
common with the real lynx although it has a keen vision and is as clean
as a domestic cat’ (Travassos Lopes 1899: 38).
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Overall, the compilation of lynx examples through time shows a
discreet presence of lynx in different cultural thematic areas, from
Greek mythology to medicine and Middle Eastern ornamentation. 

The Historical Invisibility of the Iberian Lynx 

The particular case of lynx in Iberia demonstrates the continual invis-
ibility of a species that is not very well-known or represented until the
twentieth century. Representations of Iberian lynx in constructed pat-
rimony in Portugal are not known. Some monuments and palaces dis-
play the wolf and the bear but not the lynx (e.g. in the well-known
palaces from the eighteenth and twentieth centuries, respectively:
Ajuda National Palace in Lisbon and Regaleira Palace in Sintra). Rep-
resentations of lynx in nature also seem to be absent from Portuguese
painting. Azambuja (2009) refers to a possible lynx in a sixteenth-cen-
tury painting entitled Creation of Animals. The painting portrays a nat-
uralistic and harmonious scene (Sobral 1998) with several wild and
domestic species. The figure whose head resembles a lynx seen from

THE (IN)VISIBILITY OF THE IBERIAN LYNX
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behind is placed among the ungulates. A closer observation of the
hindquarters shows a wide muscular structure not typical of carni-
vores. It also lacks the characteristic pelage pattern and the short tail
with a black tip that would be expected in this type of naturalistic rep-
resentation. In summary, without confirmation of this representation,
the lynx seems to be absent in Portuguese art. 

Furthermore, historical heraldry in Portugal, which often uses non-
human animals as symbols, does not include this species. In Spain,
the Lebrija town heraldic shield portrays two lynxes next to a castle
(Alba 2007). According to Luengo (n.d.: 437), the original use of lynxes
in the symbol from 1798 was meant to be related to the natural sagac-
ity of the locals (lebrijanos) and to the qualities of being quick and hav-
ing good sight. This was readopted in 1988, when the Iberian lynx was
already publicly known; the nearby area of Doñana National Park was
created in 1963, adopting lynx preservation as its motto and emblem. 

Even the presence of the lynx in Portuguese literature was found to
be quite scarce. We found only five references to lynx among works of
fiction from the nineteenth century onwards. By comparison, there
are more than two hundred references to wolves in the same literary
sample (Fernandes et al. 2016). One of the literary excerpts mentioning
lynx (Ribeiro [1924] 2003) describes the species in detail and already
refers to its rarity in the woods due to human persecution. Although
this example from literature reveals a particular concern about lynx
preservation, wild predators in the beginning of the twentieth century
were indeed persecuted in an undifferentiated way (Law 156 of 9 July
1913 allows the destruction of all ‘noxious’ animals to hunting and
agriculture), as will be further explored.

The Vermin

In general, predators were seen by humans as competitors since imme-
morial times and therefore as ‘vermin’: useless creatures that brought
damage and danger. The control of these vermin, or so-called predator
control, seems to already have been known in ancient Zoroastrian Per-
sia, where ‘the saint . . . is obliged to beget children, to plant useful
trees, to destroy noxious animals, to convey water to the dry lands of
Persia, and to work out his salvation by pursuing all the labours of
agriculture’ (Gibbon [1776] 1998: 171, paraphrasing the Avesta1). 

In Portugal, this practice seems to date to the sixteenth century dur-
ing the reign of Sebastian, when a hunting code established an order
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of elimination of this type of animal in the wild, with a bounty per ani-
mal head presented: ‘I the King make it known that from now on . . .
in my hunting grounds . . . shall be killed eagles, crows, foxes, cats and
mongooses. And for each eagle four hundred reis will be given, and
for each crow twenty vintens, and for each cat, fox or mongoose two
hundred reis’ (Freitas Cruz 1945: 83–4).

Later, in the twentieth century, this practice continued, and exter-
mination campaigns for vermin were organised and rewarded by the
state, which killed thousands of specimens (Sacarrão 1959). Lynxes
were among those considered ‘vermin by law to agriculture, hunting
and fishing’ and classified in a comprehensive list of categories for
hunting species – ‘hunting piece of pelt type’ (Galvão et al. 1943).
While mentally represented as noxious animal, lynxes were hunted
during battues most of the twentieth century, they were trophies and
sometimes eaten (Figure 2). The  categorisation of all predators as ver-
min and memory of their elimination has persisted until today, as we
noted in current discourses: ‘Alimaria [irrational beasts] are foxes, stone
martens, mongooses . . . wolf as well but it is protected . . . and the
lynx is also noxious because it hunts but it is very protected’ (informal
conversation with hunter, 2013). This influenced representations of
the lynx and the relationship established between humans and carni-
vores in general (see example of ferocious lynx, image 19, Figure 1).
The use of the term ‘vermin’ as well as ‘animal problem’ and ‘pest’
already suggests that the wild animal is defined in anthropocentric
and utilitarian terms (Knight 2000).

The first texts defending the need for lynx protection in Portugal
are from the middle of the twentieth century. They contend that cer-
tain species, even if they are noxious for game, should be protected
(Freitas Cruz 1945). Some professionals started criticising the system-
atic practice of predator control (Sacarrão 1959) and stressed that the
lynx was threatened by extinction (Roque de Pinho 1959). It is likely
that the beginning of an ethical pro-conservationist discourse accom-
panying the international tendency of valuing rare species influenced
official policy, and as a result in 1967 the lynx was excluded from being
free hunted (Law 189 of 14 August 1967: 1466). However, in practical
terms, lynxes were killed after that date and at least until 1990 (Ceia
et al. 1998).
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The Rise of the Conservation Emblem

Table 2 summarises appropriations of Iberian lynx during the last
decades in Portugal. Figures 3 to 6 are the respective examples of the
new visibility of the species in urban social life. Table 2 shows the
rise of a new visibility of the species and a constant presence in dif-
ferent areas of public social life, from sport to military organisation
(examples 2-5, Table 2), marketing to political campaigns (examples
6-9, Table 2).

This conspicuousness of the species in Portugal might have started
in the late 1970s, when a Portuguese nongovernmental organisation,
Liga para a Protecção da Natureza (LPN), launched a national cam-
paign for the protection of the lynx and of a specific area (Malcata
Hills) threatened by forest exploitation by paper industry company
interests (Palmeirim et al. 1980). The campaign reached most media
and featured a poster with the face of the lynx, thereby turning the
species into a popular and media-exposed species. The lynx was for
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the first time used as a symbol of environmental activism and became
an emblem of conservation success (example 1 from Table 2). This
also created a strong territorial identification of the Malcata region
with the lynx, and in the last years, long after the disappearance of
the species from the area, this image is seen in a diversity of events,
shops and local emblems (example 11 from Table 2 and Figure 7, a
poster at the entrance of the village of Penamacor, central Portugal,
announcing the ‘lands of the lynx’). Altogether the examples of appro-
priation of the lynx image in Table 2 demonstrate how the species
became visible in a variety of contexts, becoming what Handler (1988)
denominates ‘culturally objectified’. 

Internationally, the Iberian lynx has also assumed the status of what
is named by Noss (1990) as a flagship species, following continuous
announcements of its critical threat status. In 1996, the International
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) announced that the Iberian
lynx was the most threatened felid in the world, incurring a higher
risk of extinction than the well-known tiger. Subsequently, the Iberian
lynx has become more and more of an emblem for the conservation
of wild species in general. For instance, its image was on the cover of
the Red List of Threatened Mammals (Temple and Cuttelod 2009),
media constantly choose the lynx for discussions of nature conserva-
tion issues (e.g. Monbiot 2015) and international environmental cam-
paigns such as cork oak protection use the association of the species
to the cork oak forest (WWF Global n.d.; Dr Vino 2010; Core 2011).
There are allusions to pride and heritage value associated with the
Iberian lynx. The species has become the symbol of ‘wildness’. In 2009
a breeding centre was opened in Portugal, and since then more news
and attention have been promoted by the media. 

Related to the new image of the species and its sudden public visi-
bility, a myriad of commercial brands have taken advantage of this for
marketing (Table 2, nos 7–8). Emblematic species are sometimes used
as a ‘green’ image promoted by large business companies that want to
show public support for nature causes, which has also been the case for
the Iberian lynx in Portugal (Table 2, no. 7). In parallel, emblems and
logotypes with lynx faces have become more common (Table 2, nos 3–
7; Figure 3), being associated with a positive symbolism and construc-
tion around wild predators based on fascination, special powers (such
as the renowned acute vision) and strength. The association of the lynx
with values like force, tenacity and speed, particularly in the case of
sports, can be an example of what Knight (2000) calls the conversion
of the predator as fear object into a remedy against fear or adversity (in
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the case of a game). Beardsworth and Bryman (2001: 85) refer also to
the use of wild animals in symbols for sports teams and political parties
as pseudototemic. The wild animal is, according to these authors, an
embodiment of otherness and both outside human society and inside
human culture. In Figure 4 and example 6 (Table 2) we describe the
use of the lynx for a new political party during a national campaign in
2011. Describing the example of wolf iconography in the United States,
Van Horn (2012) also refers to ‘political animals’ and wolves’ images as
potent icons of resistance and radical environmental ideas. 

Comparison between Tables 1 and 2 not
only shows the multiple representations of
the lynx through time but also exemplifies
changes in values and practices towards
wilderness in European society. It has been
described how environment and the same
landscape have been viewed differently
over the course of time by Europeans (e.g.
Tuan 2013). Changes in attitudes can
include not only a sensibility and rational-
ity of discourse towards the natural world,
beginning in the sixteenth century (e.g.
Thomas 1991), but also towards predators,
resulting in different practices from exter-
mination to conservation during the nine-
teenth century and onwards (C. Schwartz
et al. 2003).

The way the Iberian lynx has been repre-
sented through time indicates how people
establish a personal or impersonal relation-
ship with the species. The examples of con-
temporary appropriations characterise the
modern experience humans have of preda-
tors – somehow these species are better

known by the public, so they seem closer even if mostly in a virtual
way, not a live experience. As Beardsworth and Bryman (2001: 86) con-
tend, nowadays ‘the mode of engagement with the wild is through
highly processed electronically mediated representations of real or
 virtual animals . . . and wildlife documentary effectively replace and
supplants the encounter’. We observe closeness in modern lynx repre-
sentations but  in discourses and practices in the rural context, we note
a growing tendency to relate to the wild via less direct experiences. 
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Figure 3: Emblem of
SEPNA, Portugal,
National Guard for
Nature Protection and
Environment, image
courtesy of Lt.Col.
Amado
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In a phenomenon of touristification, the lynx has even become a
souvenir object (Table 2, no. 9, Figure 5) associated with Portuguese
identity. Within the same framework, the lynx has become a symbol
of heritage and of some geographical areas in Iberia (see Figure 6 for
an example of recent street art offering the public a large scale repre-
sentation of the lynx using recycled materials; also Figure 7 from the
Malcata area) despite its local extinction in most areas of its former
distribution. The choice of a wild species not present in reality that is
then transformed into a cultural item of everyday life – what Theodore
Schwartz (1975; cited in Cohen 1993) calls ‘ethnognomony’ – might
represent a new facet of the identity of local populations in rural areas
as environmentalists or as modern nonhuman animal lovers.
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Figure 4: The political party “Party for Animals and  Nature” used a
poster during the election campaign using the face of the lynx and the
message “more value to natural patrimony”  authors’ image from 2011
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Figure 5: Lynx magnets for sale
among other Portuguese tourist
icons 2012, image courtesy of
Andreia Farrobo 

Figure 6: Large-scale 3D street
sculpture with Iberian Lynx face ,
Viseu, Portugal, 2016 by Bordalo II,
image courtesy of Inês Barroso

Figure 7: Outdoors at the entrance of the village of Penamacor, Central
Portugal, announcing ‘lands of the lynx’, authors’ image from 2010
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Rural Identity Construction

From interview data analysis and ethnographic research in the Iberian
lynx historical occurrence area and reintroduction site, we observed
that the species, although seen as a predator and even a ‘beast’, is
apparently no longer a vermin in discourses, and has become a con-
temporary cultural object. There is a dominant materialistic interest
around reintroduction, but rural residents are also using the lynx as a
symbol of territorial distinctiveness. 

The Iberian lynx as a global media species was mainly an urban
construction that had an impact in rural areas. There the  coexistence
with the species only in some cases is also a collective memory
(Nazarea 2006). In rural areas nowadays, most people know the lynx
through images and external discourses. Some informants, though,
retained memory of the species. A local artist, Mr. Acabado, our
informant, created a lynx sculpture apropos of the past presence of
the species in the region, and it won a prize in a regional art event (the
Biennial Vidigueira in 2012). His wife was photographed as a child
with a captured lynx (1950s) and expressed fascination with the
species, from which arose, according to him, the idea of making a
wood sculpture using old pieces from agriculture tools. The artist
described this representation of the lynx, which he had not seen live,
as ‘rough and pretty’ (see Figure 10). The informant thought of the
specific morphological characteristics of the species: ‘the hind parts
have to be wider than the front, he is prepared to jump, these are the
eyes. It is all inset holm oak’ (A. Acabado, pers. com., 2014). This orig-
inal representation of the lynx mixes the memory of the species with
modern art. It is an example of reinvention of a local memory from
that rural community. 

Moreover, Figures 7 to 9 are examples of incorporation of lynx as
a conservation emblem into local identity of rural contexts under the
influence of a global mediatization. The representation of a lynx in a
secondary school is already a result of environmental education pro-
grams (Figure 9). 

Among these rural appropriations listed in Table 2, we registered
some examples of new merchandising: T-shirts, biscuits, logos and
marketing names. Examples (Figure 8) were collected in the reintro-
duction area for the lynx in Portugal – Guadiana – during 2015, after
the first releases of lynxes into the wild. Furthermore, during carnival
one of the villages chose the lynx as a theme for the parade (corso). In
the display the lynx was portrayed in a familiar mood, with people
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dressed up as hunters, prey and predators all together. Despite its play-
ful character, this display also represented a contra discourse, as some
local stakeholders had been raising apprehensions and several objec-
tions to reintroduction. 

Residents from Guadiana were present alongside politicians during
the release of the lynxes. The events deserved media attention and
had a local impact. This might transform the lynx into a natural object
that people get to know personally, and in time might turn it into a
regional icon. Buller (2004) describes how fauna icons of rural areas
are evolving with alternative conceptions of the countryside, and
argues that the classic dichotomy between wild and domestic is being
reconstructed. As Milton (2002: 33) argues, this influences discourses
about nonhuman animals, nature and earth, and ‘we need to under-
stand the knowledge, we need to ask how and why people come to
know nature and natural objects as personal or impersonal’.
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Figure 8: Products with
lynx image or name 
(biscuits) produced in the
lynx reintroduction area
Mértola authors’ image
from 2015

Figure 9: Lynx illustration
in Barrancos secondary
school, authors’ image
from 2013
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Currently, the image of the lynx is also used to sell ceramic minia-
tures and ornamental bijouterie. The global influence of the environ-
mental discourse and its imagery are changing rural perceptions about
certain species. These results bring a new perspective to the general
opposition of rural residents described in processes of carnivore rein-
troductions (Wilson 2004). The appropriations indicate local peoples’
expectations with the lynx reintroduction, namely, turning it into a
touristic icon that brings financial return. This also follows a global
mainstream discourse (e.g. Navarro and Pereira 2015). Tremblay
(2002) contends that the choice of wildlife icon in tourism depends on
the attractiveness of specific species or on their relevance to the envi-
ronment they represent. In fact, the Iberian lynx, considered beautiful
and secretive since time immemorial, might combine the condition of
having an attractive image with the fact that it represents the survival
of the Mediterranean habitats (see e.g. Morrison 2008) threatened by
progressive anthropogenic transformations.

Figure 10: A local artist made a lynx sculpture apropos of the potential pres-
ence of the species in the area of Moura Barrancos (António Acabado, Vila
Verde de Ficalho, Southern Portugal), image from Vidigueira Council
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Concluding Remarks

The characteristics that made the lynx a ferocious predator and a ver-
min in the past might be the same ones that make it fascinating and
admirable nowadays. Before positivism, the relationship of humans
with nature in Western contexts contained a mystical aspect. Nowa-
days, the relationship with nature tends to be more based on technical
knowledge. Current environmental crises might have created percep-
tions of a fragile ‘dying earth’ and threatened species who need pro-
tection from humans. For all these reasons, we believe the Iberian lynx
became an icon of Western European culture, incorporating the sym-
bolism of nature conservation and the need to get back to ‘pure’ and
wild scenarios. A final example of Iberian lynx as a wide symbol is its
representation in the Salamanca Cathedral (UNESCO World Her-
itage Site in Spain). In a bas-relief not originally from the construction
of the building but added during a modern restoration of the side por-
tico in the last decades, the artist chose the lynx as a figure to include
as well as an astronaut figure among the original figures. We inter-
preted this as symbols of two contemporary concerns: (1) wild species
extinction and (2) modern human thought and advances in humanity.
Therefore, the Iberian lynx is a conservation emblem used in contem-
porary discourses about the Anthropocene and about the impact of
humans on the environment and a flagship species, with associated
values in which representations since historical times had a role. 

On the other hand, it holds a new constructed image as a benign
victim. These ‘ecologically famous species and thus worthy of protec-
tion’ (Ogden 2008) are suddenly portrayed as victims and fragile crea-
tures. The image of the predator as a nuisance and a vermin, an
historical inheritance and still present for some people, is hidden pub-
licly. The public image of the Iberian lynx might be an example of
what Latour (2004) calls a ‘smooth object’, as Ogden (2008) refers to
regarding the Everglades National Park. The new lynx as a conser-
vation emblem can no longer be a vermin, and therefore his social
visibility was ‘polished smooth, removing discordances’ (Ogden
2008), in our case a ‘smooth’ conflict over his high protection status
or reintroduction.

The lynx case study in Europe and in particular in Portugal ex -
emplifies the type of relationship humans have with emblematic
threatened species in Western societies. It is a contribution to how
understanding the past, contextualising the relationships with the nat-
ural world and the knowledge of collective memories is an important
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part of understanding the present and the meaning of discourses
about emblematic wildlife and, in general, nonhuman animals. It also
provides a picture of the wildlife significance in both contemporary
urban and rural contexts, which are interconnected. Conservation
actions are human behaviours, and it is vital to understand how social
factors shape such human interactions. 
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Notes

* Lynx in historical Europe. Background map from Piri Reis, Kitab-I Bahriye,
Library of Istanbul University nº6605. Individual images as follows:

(1). Lynx humerus, Portugal (image by Cleia Detry and Simon Davis)
(2). Lynx teeth as amulet, Portugal (image in Ferreira and Trindade 1954)
(3). Lynx cave painting, Spain (image in Breuil 1933)
(4). Lynx engraving France (image from Tosello 2003 in http://tout-sur-le-

lynx-boreal.wifeo.com/images/Prehistoire_Plaquette_Lynx_graves_de_la_
Madeine-TOSELLObis.jpg)

(5). Roman statue with lynx head in pterigia, Italy (Image from Verona, Archae-
ological Museum at the Roman Theatre, photograph of Gianluca Stradiotto)

(6). God Pan with lynx pelt. Greco-Roman fresco from Pompeii C1st A.D.,
Naples National Archaeological Museum, image in http://www.theoi.com/
image/F22.1Pan.jpg

(7). Bracelet with lynx heads Greek period 2nd century BC (© 2016 by Benaki
Museum Athens)

(8). Heraclea Lyncetis Macedonia (Image under Creative Commons © in
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/6a/Ancientbitola.jpg)

(9). Drinking horn with lynx, Iran (image from Miho Museum Rhyton with
the Protome of a Desert Lynx Catching a Fowl (SS1058) in http://www.
miho.or.jp/english/collect/main/image/d.jpg)

(10). Isidore of Seville who described lyncurius (image PHAS via Getty images
https://contagions.wordpress.com/2015/01/10/contagion-and-pestilence-in-
isidore-of-sevilles-etymologies/)

(11). Bestiary illustration, England from Kongelige Bibliotek 1633 4, folio 6r,
image in www.kb.dk under Creative Commons license)

(12). Viking brooch with humans and cats, Sweden (image in Prehal 2011 from
British Museum after Wilson and Klindt-Jensen 1980:PL.XXXIa)

(13). Incense burner, Iran. Masterpieces from the Khalili Collection @ Insti-
tut du Monde Arabe, Paris. © Nour Foundation. Courtesy of the
Khalili Family Trust (image in http://p3.storage.canalblog.com/33/46/
577050/44234873_p.jpg)

(14). Illustration from hunting book, France (image in Livre de la chasse Gaston
Phebus 1389 in Callou 2008)

(15). Hernandez illustration of lynx flower Spain from Hernandez 1671 (image
in http://www.godel.net/garden/articles/VanillaRerumNaturaeCoatzonte_
Coxohitl.gif)

(16). Symbol of Accademia dei Lincei Italy in Della Porta 1597 (image recorded in
Blblioteca Galileo, Firenzi)

(17). Lynx sculpture at Vatican Museum, Italy (image courtesy of M. Pinho de
Almeida)

(18). Illustration of lynx star constellation by Hevelius, Firmamentum, 1690
(image in https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/e9/Johannes_
Hevelius_-_Prodromus_Astronomia_-_Volume_III_%22Firmamentum_
Sobiescianum%2C_sive_uranographia%22_-_Tavola_Y_-_Lynx.jpg)

(19). Illustration of Iberian lynx by zoologist in Brehm (1864)
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1. Avesta is the name the Mazdean (Mazdayasnian) religious tradition gives to the
collection of its sacred texts. This religion, also known as Zoroastrianism, enters
recorded history in the fifth century BCE. The surviving texts of the Avesta, as they
exist today, derive from a single master copy produced by Sasanian Empire–era
(224–651 CE) collation and recension. The corpus, which Western scholarship has
reconstituted, is found in manuscripts that all date from this millennium; the most
ancient (K 7a) dates from 1288 CE (Enciclopaedia Iranica, Columbia University).
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