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The Bear


The Bear is a story that is seemingly a simple story about the truths of hunting.  However, a closer look shows that Faulkner had an underlying message of bravery, and understanding and respecting the wilderness, ingrained into the story.  Faulkner even utilized a passage from John Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn” to help bring out the true meaning in the story.  I will now analyze the characters in The Bear, and explain how the passage from “Ode on a Grecian Urn” explains the story.


The bear is a character that Faulkner uses to stress the idea of respect for the wilderness.  The boy and his father, and their friends respected the bear so much, that they never wanted to go hunting for it.  Their trips into Big Bottom were not “to hunt bear and deer, but to keep yearly rendezvous with the bear which they did not even intend to kill.”  Also, when the boy takes the boy takes the ratter dog into the woods; he can’t bring himself to shoot the bear, because he had learned a respect for it.  Sam Fathers had also had a respect for the bear, because after chiding the boy for not shooting the bear, the boy responded, “Neither could you!  You had the gun!  Neither could you!”  This shows that Sam had a respect for the bear, and that he would never ever shoot it.


The ratter dog is what Faulkner uses to show bravery in the story.  The dog was so small; it couldn’t be dangerous, fierce, humble, or proud.  However, it was as if the dog was saying to itself “So all I can be is brave.  But it’s all right.  I can be that, even if they still call it just noise.”  The dog was willing to go out bravely in front of the bear, and it was barking, even though his effort might have been considered useless, and his barking “just noise.”  The boy realized that “the fyce was actually not going to stop” and he had to overtake the fyce and grab it, to stop it from going for the bear.  The little dog was able to show the boy what true bravery was.  

Sam Fathers was the son of an Indian chief and a slave woman.  He was a mentor of sorts to the boy.  Sam had learned “humility through suffering, and pride through the endurance and suffering and injustice” and he wanted to help the boy understand these traits, to become a true woodsman.  He accompanied the boy to the woods, and he led him to the bear.  Sam knew that the bear and the dog would show the boy pride and humility, and teach him that “possessing one thing other, he would possess them both.”


The boy acquired most of the skills necessary to become a good woodsman as he became older.  However, he was afraid he would never become a worthy woodsman, “because he had not learned humility and pride”.  Sam Fathers took him to encounter the bear, but the boy didn’t understand what Sam wanted to teach him until after his father had read him a passage from Keats’s Ode on a Grecian Urn.  The boy finally starts to learn what his father, and all the men had already known: “That the bear stands….purity of the wilderness.”


John Keats’s Ode on a Grecian Urn summarizes the story, because the story is about the “beauty, freedom, and purity” of the wilderness.  Keats wrote: “Truth is beauty, beauty truth.”  This means that beauty is part of the truth.  Truth covers everything that touches the heart, be it honor, pride, justice, pity, courage, or love, and those things that touch the heart are beautiful in their own way, and the boy had to learn all of those things that touch the heart, to become a worthy woodsman.


As you can see, The Bear, while seemingly a hunting story, has a far deeper meaning.  Faulkner wanted the reader to get a message of understanding and respect for the wilderness.  Faulkner felt that if we could 

