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Cultural Symbols & Animal Symbolism 
Across cultures, animals are used in mythology, storytelling, and ritual or religious practices to represent or 

symbolize aspects of human nature.  Universal archetypes (gods and goddesses) are also often symbolically 

manifested through the actions, characteristics, and behavior of animals. Cultural legends portray a strong 

link between animals, Deities, and humans. This connection is often depicted through pictures or statues. 

Animal imagery and symbolism has often been used to foster spiritual growth and to guide seekers along the 

sacred pathways.  Here are some examples from a combination of cultures.  You may use the meanings given 

or come up with your own personal meanings.  * Accuracy of this list has not been verified. 

• Alligator - Aggression, survival, adaptability. Cunning, deceptive.  

• Ant - Group minded, perseverance, self-discipline, group effort, teamwork, industriousness, orderliness,  
virtue. strength, stamina, honor.  

• Antelope - Lunar animal, associated with the Mother. Grace, beauty.  

• Ape/Monkey - Mischief, mimicry, cunning, benevolence. Humanity, nurture.  

• Bat - Guardian of the night, cleaner, obscurity, messenger, double nature, happiness, good luck, longevity, 
peace; 
also - hypocrisy, melancholy, revenge, wisdom.  

• Bee - Immortality, rebirth, industry, order, purity, soul, chastity, messengers between worlds, secret  
wisdom, Mother and priestesses. Community.  

• Birds - The soul, transcendence, spirits of air, ascent, communication, freedom, sight.  
 (Woodpecker) - Prophecy, magic, power, guardian of trees, Heralds rain and storms.  

• Bear - Primal power, mother, cunning, healer, gentle strength, dreaming, sovereignty, intuition married  
with instinct. Nurturing, protective.  

• Bear Paw - Power, direction, connection to creator.  

• Boar - The warrior spirit, leadership, direction, lust, gluttony, fertility, prophecy, magic, protection,  
hospitality.  

• Buffalo - Sacredness, life builder. The buffalo provides all good things for living, and bestows great curing 
powers.  

• Bull - Wealth, potency, beneficence, generative force, male procreative strength, kingship, taming of the  
masculine and animal nature. Destructive force.  

• Butterfly - Metamorphosis, carefree, transformer, immortality, rebirth, resurrection. Grace, light, soul.  

• Cat - Guardianship, detachment, sensuality, stealth, desire, liberty, pleasure, magic, lust, pride, vanity.  

• Cougar - Leadership, courage, power, swiftness and balance.  

• Cow - Nourishment, motherhood, power of Earth, plenty, procreation, gentleness, nurturing.  

• Coyote - Prankster, insight, playful. The coyote symbolizes duality and the ability to present both sides of  
an issue. Clowning and humor, perhaps sarcastic.  

• Crane - Solitude, independence, messenger, communion, higher state of consciousness, wisdom,  
knowledge.  

• Crow - Messenger, death, wisdom, communication, the underworld.  

• Deer - Love, gentleness, kindness, gracefulness, sensitivity, purity of purpose, walking in the light, swift,  
nimble, meek, gentle, meditation, love, longevity, wealth.  

• Dog - Guidance, protection, loyalty, fidelity, faithfulness, watchfulness, the Hunt.  
• Dolphin - Kindness, play, savior, guide, sea power, swift, intelligence, communication, breath control,  

awareness of tone.  

• Donkey - Humility, patience, peace, stupidity, stubbornness, lewdness.  

• Dragon - Power of Earth, combining bird and serpent as matter and spirit, breath of life, supernatural  
power, magic, strength, wisdom, knowledge, guardian.  
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• Dragonfly - Flighty, carefree, swift, activity, shamanistic, supernatural powers.  

• Eagle - Divine spirit, air, the sun, power in battle, protection from evil, clear vision, success, prosperity,  
wealth, intelligence, renewal, courage.  

• Elephant - Strength, fidelity, memory, patience, wisdom, intelligence, power.  

• Fish (Salmon)- Instinct, persistence, determination, wisdom, inspiration, rejuvenation.  

• Elk - Strength, agility, freedom, power, nobility.  

• Fox - Cunning, provider, intelligence, feminine magic, diplomacy, wildness.  

• Frog - Power of water, sensitivity, medicine, hidden beauty, power.  

• Goat - Vitality, fertility, creativity, virility, abundance, lust.  

• Goose - Guardian, watchful, wind, the sun, war, inspiration, swift, happiness, providence.  

• Hare (Rabbit)- Alertness, nurturing, intuition, balance, fertility, fire, madness, transformation  

• Hawk - Nobility, recollection, cleansing, messenger, observer, Solar, clarity, discrimination, inspiration,  
the soul.  

• Heron - Vigilance, quiet, power of water, the underworld, tact, delicacy, renewal, life, transformation.  

• Horse - Stamina, mobility, strength and power, coping under difficult circumstances, love, devotion,  
loyalty, the land, travel. Life and death symbol, intellect, wisdom, power, nobility, energy, freedom,  
wildness, divination, prophecy, fertility.  

• Hummingbird - Messenger, stopper of time, optimism, sweetness.  

• Jackal - Guide of souls, associated with cemeteries.  

• Jaguar - Messenger, forest spirits, power.  

• Leopard - Ferocity, aggression, intrepid, Great Watcher, courage, activity, speed.  

• Lion - Solar, splendor, power, majesty, strength, courage, nobility.  

• Lizard - Conservation, agility, promotes dreaming.  

• Moose - Headstrong, unstoppable, longevity, value, integrity.  

• Octopus - The spiral, water, unconscious.  

• Otter - Laughter, curiosity, mischievous, feminine power, grace, empathy, joy, play, helpfulness.  
• Owl - Wisdom, truth, patience, darkness, a death messenger, divination, solitude, detachment, wisdom,  

change, totem of clairvoyants and mystics.  

• Peacock - Recognition, Self-Assurance  

• Porcupine - Innocence, Humility  

• Ram - Sacrifice, breakthrough, achievement, virility, creativity, the Sun, solar power.  

• Raven - Trickster, teacher, hoarder, healing, initiation, protection, shaman's power, transformation,  
change in consciousness, mark of a shape shifter.  

• Seahorse - Confidence, grace.  

• Serpent (Python or Snake) - Shrewdness, transformation, life, death and rebirth, resurrection, rain, fertility, 
wisdom, passion, healing, poison, preserver, destroyer, malice,  

• Shark - Hunter, survival, adaptability.  

• Spider - Creative, pattern of life, connects the past with the future, creating possibilities.  

• Stag (Male Horse) - Pride, independence, purification.  

• Swan - Grace, balance, innocence, faithfulness, solitude, retreat, poetry, sincerity.  

• Tiger - Creator, destroyer, strength, ferocity, power, anger, power of Earth.  

• Turtle - Self contained, creative source, Earth, informed decisions, planning, adaptability.  

• Unicorn - Chastity, purity, dreams, virtue, strength, integrity, magic, healing, freedom.  

• Whale - Power of Water, regeneration, death, rebirth.  

• Wolf - Loyalty, success, perseverance, stability, thought, pathfinder, teacher, intuition, learning, the  
shadow.  
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Symbols of the Chinese Horoscope Cycle 

The Twelve Earthly Branches and Their Attributes 

1. RAT: intelligent, enterprising, has devotion to purpose, but can be devious and scheming at 
times.  

2. OX: strong, steadfast and dependable, but not necessarily stupid; faithful to the end, slow to 
anger, but can be very forceful.  

3. TIGER: loyal, courageous, energetic, strong, cunning. The tigress tends to be shrewish.  
4. RABBIT: modest, fast mover, has delicate senses, and is a good listener.  
5. DRAGON: benign, embodies wisdom, strength and goodness. Protector of the weak.  
6. SNAKE: observant, quick to anger, usually possesses great physical beauty and is not 

necessarily venomous except when protecting the family.  
7. HORSE: strong and powerful, usually vain if a woman, warlike and chivalrous.  
8. SHEEP: proud, domineering, strive to help and guard their fellows, and are sometimes 

excellent doctors.  
9. MONKEYS: quick and keen of wit, highly observant, curious, loving, a good parent, and 

excellent in small enterprises.  
10. ROOSTER: quick to fight, single-purposed and persistent.  
11. DOG: loyal, steadfast, persistent in adversity. Sensitive to feelings.  
12. PIG: highly intelligent, scholarly, easily angered, easily swayed and affected by emotions. 



Ms. Ferrell                                                             * IN CLASS RESOURCE- PLEASE DO NOT WRITE ON THE PACKET 

Cultural Symbols (Animal Symbolism)   

 4 

Aboriginal Symbols and their Meanings 

Many of the symbols used by Aboriginal artists are a variation of lines or dots. Similar symbols can have 

multiple meanings according to the art region and the elaborate combination of these can tell complex 

Dreamtime stories. Symbols used within paintings include concentric circles represent camp sites, 

waterholes or places of significance.  Curved lines represent rain or water traveling underground. 

Tracks, whether human or animal, are often shown as they appear on the ground.   
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Women's Ceremony 
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Ants, Fruits, Flowers or Eggs 

Three circles can have multiple interpretations - ants (honey ants), fruits, flowers or 

eggs. These are gathered by the Aboriginal women, as a food source (bush tucker) or 

used as a bush medicine.... 

  

Boomerang 

The boomerang is used by Aboriginal men for hunting small animals and for ceremonies.... 

 

Bush Berry 

There are many species of bush berries, gathered by Aboriginal women in Central Australia. 

Bush berries are a staple food source (bush tucker) for Aboriginal people.... 

  

Campsite or Waterhole 

Roundels can depict camp-site, meeting place, ceremonial site or water-hole. These sites are 

culturally significant to Aboriginal people living in Central Australia.... 

 

     Emu 

This icon depicts the emu track. The Aboriginal men follow these tracks to hunt the 

emu (large flight-less bird), which is a staple food source (bush tucker) and is used 

for bush medicine. In men's ceremonies the emu feathers are...  

Honey Ant & 

Aboriginal women use their digging stick to dig deep into the sand in search of honey 

ants. The honey ants produce a honey- like liquid in their abdomen, which is regarded 

as a special treat by Aboriginal people in Central... 

 

Kangaroo Track 

This icon depicts the track of the kangaroo. 

Aboriginal men hunt the kangaroo by following its 

tracks in the sand.... 
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ADINKRA POWER SYMBOLS 

 

African symbols known as adinkra are abundant in Ghana, a beautiful West African country on 
the Atlantic. Adinkra cloths were traditionally only worn by royalty and spiritual leaders for 
funerals and other special occasions. They were originally hand printed with stamps carved from 
gourds and red, dark brown or black inks.  Now these symbols can be worn by anyone and are 
often mass-produced and can be found on cloth and walls, in pottery and logos. The symbols 
have a decorative function but also represent objects that encapsulate distinct messages that 
evoke traditional wisdom, like proverbs. They were one of the ways a pre-literate society 
transmitted complex and nuanced beliefs.  

• http://www.adinkra.org/htmls/adinkra_index.htm  
 

 

 

http://www.adinkra.org/htmls/adinkra_index.htm
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Maori Designs – New Zealand Tattoo & Their meaning 

The Maori are indigenous people that originated in New Zealand. They have a form of body art, 

known as moko but more commonly referred to as Maori tattooing. The art form was brought to 

the Maori from Polynesia and is considered highly sacred. 

Ngapuhi Maori elder Kingi Taurua’s traditional facial tattoo (Photo: AFP) 

Since the Maori people consider the head 

to be the most sacred part of the body, the 

most popular kind of Maori tattoo was the 

facial tattoo, which was composed of 

curved shapes and spiral like patterns. 

Often this tattoo covered the whole face 

and was a symbol of rank, social status, 

power and prestige. 

For Maori, tattooing was (and for some, still 

is) a rite of passage, which meant it was highly revered and ritualised. The tattooing would begin 

usually during adolescence. 

The great thing about Maori tattoos is that to this day, no two tattoos are alike. Maori tattoos are 

one of a kind. They are always highly intricate and detailed and display the craftsmanship and 

artistry of not only the artist but of the Maori culture. 

The Maori tattoo artist is called the tohunga ta moko which means moko specialist. These 

tattooists are highly respected, and considered tapu which means inviolable or holy. Tohunga ta 

moko were mostly men, but there are a few women who take up the practice. 
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	Symbols of the Chinese Horoscope Cycle
	The Twelve Earthly Branches and Their Attributes
	1. RAT: intelligent, enterprising, has devotion to purpose, but can be devious and scheming at times.
	2. OX: strong, steadfast and dependable, but not necessarily stupid; faithful to the end, slow to anger, but can be very forceful.
	3. TIGER: loyal, courageous, energetic, strong, cunning. The tigress tends to be shrewish.
	4. RABBIT: modest, fast mover, has delicate senses, and is a good listener.
	5. DRAGON: benign, embodies wisdom, strength and goodness. Protector of the weak.
	6. SNAKE: observant, quick to anger, usually possesses great physical beauty and is not necessarily venomous except when protecting the family.
	7. HORSE: strong and powerful, usually vain if a woman, warlike and chivalrous.
	8. SHEEP: proud, domineering, strive to help and guard their fellows, and are sometimes excellent doctors.
	9. MONKEYS: quick and keen of wit, highly observant, curious, loving, a good parent, and excellent in small enterprises.
	10. ROOSTER: quick to fight, single-purposed and persistent.
	11. DOG: loyal, steadfast, persistent in adversity. Sensitive to feelings.
	12. PIG: highly intelligent, scholarly, easily angered, easily swayed and affected by emotions.
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