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CHAPTER 2

Owls in Mythology and Culture

Bruce G. Marcot and David H. Johnson

Throughout human history, owls have
variously symbolized dread, knowledge,
wisdom, death and religious beliefs in a
spirit world. In most western cultures,
views of owls have changed drastically
over time. Owls can serve simultaneously
as indicators of scarce native habitats and
of local cultural and religious beliefs.
Understanding historical and current
ways in which owls are viewed, and not
imposing western views on other cultures,
is an important and necessary context for
crafting owl conservation approaches
palatable to local peoples.

Introduction

1 am a brother to dragons, and a

companion to owls.

—7ob 30:29

Thou makest darkness, and it is night:
wherein all the beasts of the forest
do creep forth.
—Psalms 104:20

Long before there were ornithologists and
graduate students, keen observers in other
tribes and bands roamed the forests and
plains. In their search for resources they
encountered owls—winged denizens of
the night—and incorporated such spectral
figures into their mythology and culture.
The North American Cherokees call
them wuguuk, the Russians sovah, the
Mexicans tecelote, the Ecuadorians hubua
or lechusas, and aboriginal peoples of the
Kaurna area of Australia winta. In
Chinese, they are 7ao tou ying or, literally,
“cat head eagle.” For centuries, indeed
millennia, owls have played diverse and
fascinating roles in a wide array of myths
and legends. In this era of rapidly
shrinking habitats for many owls of the
world, a first stei) toward garnering
concern for their conservation is to better
understand the role of owls in cultural
stories, religions and lore. In this chapter,
we hope to foster an appreciation for the
extent to which owls have become part of
the mythos of human societies. We offer
this as a celebration of the remarkably
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OrPOSITE: Owl
mask with articulated
mandible. 32 cm X 27
cm X 22 cm. Collected
by J.T. White in 1894
at Kasaan Bay, Alaska.
It is superbly designed
and carved, one of the
finest examples of the

region’s sculpture.



Owl petroglyph in the
Hillaire Chamber of
the Chauvet Cave in
France. Radiocarbon
dating has indicated
humans used the cave
an estimated 35,000

years ago.
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diverse ways that cultures have responded
to owls the world over. No other bird
family has aroused more universal
fascination and interest, and can better
serve as a basis for conservation. For
conservation must proceed from respect
for diverse cultures and creeds, as much as

for the organisms that share our sphere.
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Symbols Old and New

But wild beasts of the desert shall lie there; and

their houses shall be full of doleful creatures; and

owls shall dwell there, and satyrs shall dance there.
—Isaiah 13:21

And thorns shall come up in ber palaces, nettles and

brambles in the fortresses thereof: and it shall be an

habitation of dragons, and a court for owls.
—Isaiah 34:13

I see a likeness between the old, animist forest,
where one could not be sure whether a screech owl’s
call came from a bird or an Omak', and the
evolutionary forest, with its unclear distinctions
between tree and fungus, flower and fir cone. The
tree-fungus relationship is as mysterious in its
origins and implications as the owl-Omab one. Both
belong to a world that goes deeper than appearances,
where a buried interconnectedness of phenomena
renders bebavior ambiguous, where one cannot
walk a straight line.

—Wallace 1983:83

Owls have always been part of the root
metaphors of how humans relate to the
land. One of the earliest human drawings,
dating back to the Upper Paleolithic period
at least 30,000 years ago, was of an owl—
probably a long-eared owl—painted on the
wall of Chauvet Cave in France. Rock
paintings or petroglyphs of owls have also
been found in other disparate locations
including the Victoria River region of
northern Australia and the lower Columbia
River area of Washington state, U.S.A.

In the Victoria River region of
Australia there is a group of prehistoric art

sites at a rock outcrop known as Jigaigarn,






