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Unlike the animals depicted in cave paintings, no one ever actually saw a Lion  
Man. No lion-human hybrids inhabited Ice Age Europe, and thus the Lion Man 
represents an unambiguous work of imagination. A product of the imagination of 
this type was something new in the behavioral repertoire of our human ancestors, 
and it indicates that their minds were very like our own.
 
The Lion Man reveals several interesting things about the mind that imagined it. 
First, the prehistoric artisan relied on well-defined concepts of ‘lion’ and ‘human’. 
Modern people think about natural phenomena by using what cognitive anthropolo-
gists term ‘folk biology’, a process of categorization with two organizing principles. 
The first is “essentialism”: Every natural category is defined by inherent qualities 
possessed by members of the category. The category ‘lions’ is defined by qualities 
such as color, strength, and ferocity. Second, categories are organized into hierar-
chies of more inclusive categories. So, lions are also ‘cats’, and cats are ‘animals’, 
with those higher-order categories being more abstract. All people, no matter what 
their language or culture, categorize in this way, so ‘folk biology’ is almost certainly 
an inherent feature of human cognition, and cognitive scientists have identified 
parts of the brain that support it: the temporal lobes (low on the sides of the brain) 
for essentialism, the parietal lobes (high on the sides and the top) for hierarchism. 
One of the interesting things about folk categories is that they need not be the 
result of an actual, waking perceptual experience; the natural world is not actually 
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1 The frontal lobes support working 
memory and other executive functions. 
The parietal lobes support hierarchism 
in categorization, sensory integration, 
and higher-level associations, such as 
metaphor; they are expanded in Homo 
sapiens but not in Neandertals. The 
temporal lobes support essentialism 
in categorization
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divided up into such nice, neat packages. Instead, brains impose this order on  
a chaotic world of variability, whether we are awake or asleep. Folk biology  
likely evolved long ago, perhaps with Homo erectus, and it was almost certainly  
a component of Neandertal cognition. The artisan who imagined the Lion Man  
would have drawn upon folk-biology categories because ‘lion’ and ‘human’ are  
so distinct. 

The cognitive system for folk biology is not, however, what made the artisan’s 
imagination so new and different. The artisan also had the cognitive ability for 
abstraction, which rests on two kinds of thinking, analysis and synthesis. Analysis 
decomposed the concepts of ‘lion’ and ‘human’ to extract their essential elements, 
while synthesis recombined selected elements to create a concept of something 
that did not exist in the physical world. The ability to analyze and synthesize con-
ceptual elements, as the artisan did to create the Lion Man, required another 
cognitive process called “working memory”. Working memory is the ability to hold 
and manipulate information ‘in the mind’, as in mentally adding up a list of numbers 
or thinking through a problem to be solved. Working memory is largely a function 
of the frontal lobes (located high toward the front of the brain, behind the fore-
head), the seat of the executive functions responsible for cognitive functions such 
as reasoning, problem solving, and attention, as well as the parietal lobes, which 
not only integrate information from the senses but also perform complex associa-
tion processes, including higher-level cross-domain thinking such as that involved 
in metaphor. Further, the parietal lobes appeared to have expanded in Homo  
sapiens but not in Neandertals, perhaps, one of the key neurological differences 
between the two human types. The cognitive processing implied by the Lion Man 
suggests that the artisan had a greater working memory capacity than his or her 
ancestors did, an enhancement that was one of the key evolutionary acquisitions 
in human cognition. As we have hinted, it is also possible that the idea of a Lion 
Man first came together in a dream or a trance. One effect of hallucinogens is the 
same conceptual taking apart and recombining. But it is unlikely that the brain 
would do this, even in a trance state, if it did not possess this ability in real time. 
Interestingly, therianthropes (half-person, half-beast) are not uncommon dream 
characters, particularly in children. Thus, the Lion Man, in all likelihood, repre-
sents the thinking processes of a fully modern mind, possibly one that came  
about as a result of a dream – for why should radically new ideas be restricted  
to waking consciousness?


