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Introduction

William Faulkner’s short story The Bear is a masterful exploration of the Southern landscape, the weight of family 

legacy, and the raw power of nature. Published in 1936 as part of the collection Go Down, Moses, the narrative 

follows a family’s hunting expedition in the Mississippi wilderness, weaving together themes of memory, mortality, 

and the relentless passage of time. While the story is brief, its lyrical prose and complex symbolism make it a 

staple of American literary study. This article delves into the historical backdrop, plot intricacies, character 

dynamics, thematic depth, and enduring influence of Faulkner’s tale, offering readers a comprehensive guide to 

understanding and appreciating The Bear in its full richness.

Historical Context and Publication

In the mid �1930s, Faulkner was already an established voice in Southern literature, known for his experimental 

narrative structures and profound engagement with the region’s social fabric. The Bearemerged during a period

when the American South was grappling with the aftermath of the Great Depression, the lingering effects of

Reconstruction, and the entrenched racial divisions that defined daily life. Faulkner’s own upbringing in Mississippi,

coupled with his fascination for the natural world, informed the vivid portrayal of the river and forest that dominate

the story.

The short story first appeared in the 1936 edition of Go Down, Moses, a compilation that brought together several 

of Faulkner’s works centered on the Compson family saga. The collection was critically acclaimed for its 

interconnectedness, and The Bearserves as a pivotal chapter, linking the personal histories of the characters to

the broader Southern landscape. By situating the narrative in 1930s Mississippi, Faulkner invites readers to

confront the contradictions of a region that revered its heritage while simultaneously grappling with its oppressive

social structures.

Plot Overview

At the heart of The Bearis a hunting expedition undertaken by the sons of the Compson family—John, Richard,

and the younger, unnamed brother—who seek to capture a massive bear that has become a local legend. The trio,

accompanied by a guide named S. H. Jones, ventures deep into the forest, navigating treacherous terrain and

confronting the raw forces of nature. The narrative unfolds in a series of interlaced scenes, alternating between the

present hunt and flashbacks that reveal the family’s complex history.

As the hunters track the elusive creature, they encounter a series of symbolic moments: a broken bridge, a stormy

sky, and the echoing calls of the wilderness. These images serve to heighten the tension between human ambition

and the indifferent power of the environment. The climax arrives when the brothers finally confront the bear, and the

encounter forces each of them to confront their personal demons and the legacy that has shaped their lives. The

story concludes with a reflection on the cyclical nature of memory, as the hunters return to their ancestral home,

carrying the weight of both their triumph and their loss.

Key Characters



•  John Compson – The eldest brother, burdened by the family’s history and a sense of duty. His stoicism masks 

a deep-seated fear of failure.

•  Richard Compson – The middle brother, whose restless spirit and desire for adventure drive the hunting 

expedition. He often clashes with John over their differing attitudes toward tradition.

•  Unnamed Younger Brother – A silent observer, he embodies the generational shift and the yearning for a new 

identity beyond the Compson legacy.

•  S. H. Jones – The seasoned guide who knows the forest’s secrets. Jones serves as a bridge between the 

natural world and the human characters, offering wisdom that contrasts with the brothers’ impulsive nature.

•  Mother of the Compson Brothers – Though absent from the narrative, her presence lingers in the form of 

family expectations and the inherited weight of the past.

Major Themes

Family and Legacy

The Compson family’s history is a silent force that shapes every decision the brothers make. Their pursuit of the

bear is not merely a physical quest but an attempt to assert control over a legacy that feels both oppressive and

defining. Faulkner uses the hunt as a metaphor for the struggle to reconcile personal identity with inherited

expectations.

Nature and the Wilderness

The Mississippi forest is portrayed as a living entity—dynamic, unpredictable, and indifferent to human ambition.

Faulkner’s vivid descriptions of the river, the dense foliage, and the bear itself highlight the tension between

humanity’s desire for mastery and nature’s capacity to overwhelm.

Race and Social Hierarchy

While the story’s primary focus is on the Compson brothers, Faulkner subtly incorporates the racial dynamics of the

South. The presence of S. H. Jones, a Black guide, and his knowledge of the land underscore the complex

relationships between race, labor, and land ownership. The narrative hints at the ways in which societal hierarchies

influence even the most intimate of human interactions.

Memory and Time

Faulkner’s narrative structure interweaves present events with flashbacks, emphasizing the fluidity of memory. The

brothers’ recollections of past family tragedies serve as a backdrop for the current hunt, illustrating how the past

continually informs the present. The story suggests that memory is both a source of strength and a burden that

shapes destiny.

Symbolism and Imagery

•  The Bear – Represents the untamed forces of nature and the internal struggles of the characters. Its elusive 

nature mirrors the elusive hope for redemption.

•  Broken Bridge – Symbolizes the fractured family ties and the obstacles that stand between the brothers and 

their goals.

•  River – Acts as a conduit for time, reflecting the flow of memory and the inevitability of change.

•  Stormy Sky – Conveys the impending conflict and the emotional turbulence experienced by the characters.

•  Guide’s Knowledge – Embodies the wisdom of tradition versus the impulsive curiosity of the younger 

generation.

Faulkner’s Narrative Technique



Faulkner’s prose in The Bearis characterized by its lyrical quality and complex sentence structures. He often

employs stream �of �consciousness passages that delve into the psychological depths of his characters. The narrative

shifts seamlessly between third �person omniscient and close interior monologues, allowing readers to experience

the story from multiple perspectives.

The author’s use of non �linear storytelling—interspersing flashbacks with present action—creates a layered

narrative that mirrors the fragmented nature of memory. By placing the reader in the midst of both past and present,

Faulkner invites a deeper engagement with the themes of legacy and time. His descriptive language paints the

Mississippi landscape with almost tangible detail, turning the forest into a character in its own right.

Critical Reception and Influence

Upon its release, The Bearwas praised for its concise yet profound exploration of Southern identity. Literary critics

highlighted Faulkner’s ability to weave complex themes into a relatively brief narrative. Over the decades, the story

has been studied extensively in academic circles, often cited as an exemplar of Faulkner’s mastery of symbolism

and character development.

Influence can be seen in contemporary Southern writers who continue to grapple with similar themes—family

legacy, the relationship with nature, and the lingering effects of social hierarchies. The story’s portrayal of a

generational conflict resonates with modern readers, making it a timeless piece of American literature.

How to Read “The Bear”

1.  Start with the setting: Pay close attention to Faulkner’s descriptions of the forest, river, and weather. These 

details set the tone for the entire narrative.

2.  Notice the flashbacks: Identify moments when the story shifts to past events. Consider how these memories 

influence the characters’ present actions.

3.  Analyze the symbolism: Look for recurring images such as the broken bridge or the stormy sky. Think about 

what they might represent in the broader context of the story.

4.  Reflect on the characters’ motivations: Ask yourself why each brother participates in the hunt and what they 

hope to achieve.

5.  Consider the ending: Think about how the conclusion ties together the themes of memory, legacy, and nature.

Conclusion

William Faulkner’s The Bearremains a compelling study of human ambition, familial duty, and the indomitable

forces of nature. Through rich symbolism, layered narrative techniques, and an unflinching examination of Southern

life, Faulkner invites readers to confront the complexities of legacy and memory. Whether you approach the story

as a literary scholar or a casual reader, the tale’s timeless themes and evocative prose will continue to resonate,

reminding us that the past, present, and wilderness are inextricably linked in the human experience.
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