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The Bear By
William Faulkner

Introduction: The Enduring
Legacy of The Bear By
William Faulkner

Within  the  vast  landscape  of  American
literature, few stories capture the raw tension
between humanity  and  the  natural  world  as
powerfully as The Bear By William Faulkner.
First published in 1942 as part of the collection
Go Down, Moses, this novella stands as one of
Faulkner's most celebrated and complex works.
More than a simple hunting tale, The Bear By
William Faulkner is a profound meditation on
the American South, the legacy of slavery, the
loss  of  wilderness,  and the painful  transition
from an agrarian society to a modern industrial
one. For readers seeking a story that operates
on multiple levels — as adventure, as allegory,
and as deep psychological drama — this text
remains an essential piece of twentieth-century
fiction.



Set  in  the  fictional  Yoknapatawpha  County,
Mississippi,  the  story  follows  young  Isaac
McCaslin as he participates in annual hunting
expeditions  into  the  untamed  wilderness.  At
the  heart  of  the  narrative  is  Old  Ben,  a
legendary  bear  that  has  eluded  hunters  for
years,  becoming  a  symbol  of  the  wild,
untamable spirit of nature itself. But beneath
this surface plot lies a much deeper exploration
of  morality,  inheritance,  and  the  human
capacity  for  both  destruction  and reverence.
Understanding  The  Bear  By  William
Faulkner  requires patience, but the rewards
are immense for those willing to engage with
its dense prose and layered meanings.

Plot Overview: The Hunt for
Old Ben

The  narrative  of  The  Bear  By  William
Faulkner unfolds across several years, tracing
young  Isaac  "Ike"  McCaslin's  journey  from
boyhood to young adulthood. At age ten, Ike is
initiated into the world of hunting by a group of
seasoned men, including Sam Fathers — a man
of  mixed  Indigenous  and  African  American
heritage who serves as Ike's spiritual guide into
the wilderness. The central objective of these
annual expeditions is to track and kill Old Ben,
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a  massive  bear  that  has  become  almost
mythical  in  the  region  for  its  intelligence,
strength, and ability to evade capture.

Faulkner  structures  the  story  not  as  a
straightforward linear tale, but through a series
of  flashbacks  and  meditative  passages  that
reveal  Ike's  evolving  understanding  of  the
world. The hunt itself becomes a ritual, a test
of character, and an education in humility. Ike
learns  that  to  truly  see  Old  Ben  — and  by
extension, to truly understand the wilderness
—  he  must  first  shed  his  modern  tools  and
approach the bear with respect and patience.
This  theme  of  learning  to  see  without
dominat ing  is  centra l  to  the  story 's
philosophical  depth.

The  climax  of  the  hunt  arrives  when  Boon
Hogganbeck,  a  less  refined  member  of  the
hunting party,  finally kills  Old Ben with a knife
after the bear is cornered by the hunting dogs.
But the victory is hollow. The death of the bear
coincides with the death of Sam Fathers, who
seems to will himself to die once the great bear
is gone. This parallel demise underscores the
story's  tragic  vision:  the  destruction  of  the
wilderness and the old ways brings no triumph,
only a profound sense of loss.



The Narrative Structure and Its
Significance

One of  the  most  distinctive  features  of  The
Bear  By  William Faulkner  is  its  narrative
structure.  Faulkner  employs a  complex,  non-
linear timeline that can be challenging for first-
time  readers.  The  story  shifts  between  past
and  present,  between  Ike's  childhood
experiences  and  his  later  reflections  as  an
adult. Section four of the novella, in particular,
is famously difficult, plunging into Ike's internal
monologue as he pores over the ledgers of his
family  plantation,  discovering the sins  of  his
ancestors.

This  structural  complexity  is  not  arbitrary.
Faulkner is showing us that understanding the
present requires confronting the past — that
the crimes of history continue to reverberate
through  time.  By  forcing  readers  to  piece
together the narrative, Faulkner mirrors Ike's
own struggle to make sense of his heritage and
his place in a world shaped by violence and
exploitation.

Major Characters and Their



The Bear By William Faulkner

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by
Demarion & Wise • Knowledge is power. • Page 5

Symbolic Roles

The  characters  in  The  Bear  By  William
Faulkner function on both literal and symbolic
levels.  Each represents  a  different  relationship
to  the  land,  to  history,  and  to  the  moral
questions at the heart of the story.

Isaac "Ike" McCaslin — The
protagonist, who grows from an innocent
boy into a man burdened by moral
awareness. Ike represents the possibility
of redemption through renunciation. He
ultimately rejects his inheritance of the
family plantation, seeing it as tainted by
slavery and exploitation.
Sam Fathers — Part Native American,
part African American, Sam is the
spiritual center of the story. He serves as
Ike's mentor, teaching him the ways of
the wilderness and the importance of
humility before nature. His mixed
heritage makes him a living symbol of
the complicated racial history of the
South.
Old Ben — The bear is more than an
animal; he is the embodiment of the
untouched wilderness, a force of nature
that cannot be truly conquered. His death



marks the end of an era.
Boon Hogganbeck — Of mixed Native
American and white heritage, Boon is
less refined than the other hunters. He
kills Old Ben, but his victory is clumsy
and tragic, highlighting the theme that
destruction is not the same as mastery.
Major de Spain and General
Compson — These older hunters
represent the fading aristocracy of the
South. They respect the hunt as a
tradition but are ultimately complicit in
the forces that destroy the wilderness.

Major Themes in The Bear
By William Faulkner

The Loss of Wilderness and the
Natural World

Perhaps  the  most  prominent  theme  in  The
Bear  By  Wi l l i am  Fau lkner  i s  t h e
disappearance  of  the  wilderness.  Faulkner
writes  with  aching  beauty  about  the  great
woods  of  Mississippi,  describing  them  as  a
cathedral-like space where men can reconnect
with  something  larger  than  themselves.  The
logging  railroad  that  increasingly  encroaches
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on the forest is a symbol of industrial progress
that  brings  material  wealth  but  destroys
something irreplaceable. Ike's grief at the end
of the story is not just for Old Ben, but for an
entire way of life that is vanishing.

Inheritance, Guilt, and Moral
Responsibility

The  story  is  deeply  concerned  with  the
question of what we owe to the past. When Ike
discovers the ledgers documenting his family's
history  of  slavery,  including  the  sexual
exploitation of enslaved people and the denial
of kinship, he is faced with a terrible choice. He
can  accept  his  inheritance  and  thereby
condone the sins of his ancestors, or he can
renounce it and try to live a morally pure life.
Ike  chooses  renunciation,  becoming  a
carpenter  who  lives  modestly.  But  Faulkner
does  not  present  this  choice  as  simple  or
triumphant. The story leaves open the question
of whether Ike's renunciation is truly noble or
merely a way of escaping responsibility.

Race and the Legacy of Slavery

While often read as a story about nature and
hunting,  The Bear By William Faulkner  is
also a profound exploration of race in America.



The  McCaslin  family's  wealth  is  built  on
enslaved labor, and the ledgers reveal a history
of violence, exploitation, and denied humanity.
Ike's attempt to repudiate this inheritance is
complicated  by  his  own  privilege  and  his
limited  abil ity  to  truly  understand  the
experiences  of  the  Black  characters  in  the
story, such as the enslaved woman Eunice and
her daughter Tomasina. Faulkner does not offer
easy  answers,  but  by  forcing  readers  to
confront this history, he insists that the legacy
of slavery remains a central, unresolved issue
in American life.

Masculinity and the Rituals of
Hunting

The hunting expeditions in the story are deeply
gendered spaces,  where men perform rituals
that define their identities. The hunt is a test of
courage,  skill,  and  endurance.  But  Faulkner
also critiques this version of masculinity. The
hunters' desire to conquer Old Ben is driven by
a  need  for  mastery  that  mirrors  the  larger
American project of dominating the land and its
peoples. Ike's growth involves moving beyond
this  competitive,  violent  model  of  manhood
toward  a  more  contemplative  and  ethical
stance.
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Literary Style and
Techniques

Reading  The  Bear  By  William  Faulkner
requires  adjusting  to  his  unique prose  style.
Faulkner's  sentences  are  famously  long  and
complex, often stretching for an entire page,
with  multiple  clauses  and  digressions.  This
style  is  sometimes  described  as  stream-of-
consciousness,  though  it  is  more  carefully
crafted  than  that  term  suggests.  Faulkner's
prose forces the reader to slow down, to hold
multiple ideas in mind simultaneously, and to
experience the density of time and memory.

Key stylistic elements include:

Non-linear chronology — Events are
presented out of order, requiring the
reader to assemble the timeline.
Multiple perspectives — The story
shifts between different characters'
points of view.
Allusive and symbolic language —
Faulkner draws on biblical, classical, and
local references to enrich meaning.
Dialect and regional speech —
Characters speak in Southern vernacular,
grounding the story in a specific time and



place.

These techniques can be challenging, but they
are also  what  make the story  so rewarding.
Faulkner is not trying to be obscure for its own
sake; he is trying to capture the complexity of
human  consciousness  and  the  weight  of
history.

Symbolism in The Bear By
William Faulkner

Symbolism  permeates  every  aspect  of  the
novella. Old Ben is the most obvious symbol,
representing  the  wilderness  in  its  pure,
untamed  form.  But  there  are  many  others:

The hunting dogs — Especially the dog
Lion, who finally corners Old Ben. The
dogs represent human will and
technology, the tools we use to subdue
nature.
The compass and the watch — When
Ike leaves these behind to approach Old
Ben without them, he is rejecting the
artificial structures of civilization in favor
of a more direct, embodied experience of
the natural world.
The ledgers — The plantation records
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are symbols of history, memory, and the
cold accounting of human lives. They
record births, deaths, and property
transactions, reducing human beings to
entries in a book.
The logging train — This machine is
the symbol of industrial progress that is
destroying the wilderness. Its whistle is a
constant reminder that the old world is
passing away.
The woods themselves — Faulkner
describes the forest as a sacred space, a
temple where men can encounter the
divine. Its destruction is not just
ecological but spiritual.

Historical and Cultural
Context

To  fully  appreciate  The  Bear  By  William
Faulkner, it helps to understand the context in
which it was written. Faulkner was born in 1897
in New Albany, Mississippi, and spent most of
his life in the South. He wrote during a period
of  enormous  social  change,  as  the  South
struggled with the aftermath of the Civil War,
the end of Reconstruction, and the rise of Jim
Crow laws.



The story was published in 1942, during World
War  II,  a  time  when  the  United  States  was
grappling with its identity as a global power.
Faulkner's concern with the loss of wilderness
and  the  moral  weight  of  history  spoke  to
broader anxieties about modernity, technology,
and the American character.

Faulkner  was  also  deeply  influenced  by  the
Modernist  l i terary  movement,  which
emphasized interiority, fragmentation, and the
breakdown  of  traditional  narrative  forms.
Writers like James Joyce and T.S. Eliot shaped
Faulkner's approach to language and structure.
At  the same time, his  work is  rooted in the
specific traditions of Southern storytelling, with
its emphasis on place, family, and oral history.

Critical Reception and
Legacy

Upon its  publication,  The Bear  By William
Faulkner  was  recognized  as  a  major  work,
though its complexity also drew criticism. Some
early  reviewers  found  the  story's  non-linear
structure and dense prose impenetrable. Over
time,  however,  critical  opinion  has  solidified
around the view that this is one of Faulkner's
finest achievements.
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Today,  the  novella  is  widely  studied  in
universities  and  remains  a  touchstone  for
discussions  of  environmental  literature,
Southern Gothic, and American Modernism. It
has been praised for its ecological awareness,
its  moral  seriousness,  and  its  willingness  to
confront  the  darkest  aspects  of  American
history. At the same time, some contemporary
critics  have  pointed  out  l imitations  in
Faulkner's treatment of race, noting that while
he exposes the horrors  of  slavery,  his  Black
characters  often  remain  peripheral  to  the
story's  central  concerns.

Despite  these  critiques,  the  story's  power
endures. It continues to speak to readers who
are concerned with the relationship between
humanity and nature, the burdens of history,
and  the  possibility  of  moral  choice  in  an
imperfect world.

Why Read The


