
INTRODUTION

THE SPIRIT BEAR
Modern humans stand alone at the top of the food chain. Few of us seem to

realize or care that to attain our position as the very real “top dog” of our time, other
creatures had to be displaced. The most notable of the nonhuman rulers of previous
ages include, ironically, a group of animals that in many ways resemble humans.
Those animals are the bears.

Our ancestors recognized in bears many human traits, and for this they both
honored the animals and feared them. Scientists who have studied the primitive
relationship that existed between those peoples and bears came to understand that it
was unique. During a time when humans attempted to control the uncertain world
around them through magic and mysticism, numerous rites were dedicated to
placating bears and their spirits. Bears were big medicine. They stood erect like
humans, used shelters or dens, cared for their offspring until the youngsters were old
enough to fend for themselves, and left a paw print more like a human’s track than
that of almost any other species. A bear’s eyes see much like a human’s eyes do, too.
They are placed in the front of the bear’s skull so that the animals, like humans, have
stereoscopic vision. Bears’ paws are remarkable dexterous, and the animals are
incredibly curious. Bears are highly intelligent and will fight to the death to defend their
young, their mates, their livelihoods, or their kills.

Adding to the mystical hold bears exerted upon early people was the great
physical similarity between their form and the human form. A bear standing on its hind
legs looks a like a man in a shaggy coat, but even more striking, a bear’s skinned
carcass resembles a human body.

Our ancestors’ lives were difficult. Each year, as the sun’s rays grew weaker and
winter visited the earth, they fasted and sacrificed to appease the spirit of the sun god,
which seemed so displeased that was abandoning the earth. They had little concept of
science, and the core of their beliefs was simple: A spirit lived within and ruled each
entity around them. Living in harmony with these spirits was supremely important
when humans’ grip upon life itself was tenuous at best. Early humans surely realized
that they were far less powerful than beasts like mammoths, lions, and bears. They
understood that without animals and the ready source of protein and fat they
represented, they, their families, and their tribes would die. Early people owed animals
a tremendous debt. For that reason, Siegfried Giedion, writing in The Eternal Present:
The Beginnings of Art, concluded that early humans believed they were intrinsically
inferior to animals.

Primitive people gradually developed better weapons and more sophisticated
strategies for hunting even the largest animals. As they did, they came to a new
conclusion: Humans might actually be the equals of animals. With equality came the
notion of brotherhood. Such an idea has today been reborn in the ranks of animal
rights extremists, who believe that any animal death is one animal death too many.
During a time when human life depended on animal deaths, though, the lines were
black-and-white. The stakes were too high for shades of gray.



Humans relied on their brothers and sisters, the animals, for their very lives. They
revered the coyote for its cunning, the deer for its fleetness of foot, and the bear for its
wisdom and strength. Before long, humans formed animal “fan clubs,” where shamans
or medicine men would invoke animal spirits to bless human endeavors. Totemism
developed, and tales honoring animals were told and passed from one generation to
the next. Through the ages, perhaps no greater bond was forged than an early one
linking humans and bears.

A cave in Drachenloch, Switzerland, was described by well-known author and
mythologist Joseph Campbell as having been used for the “ritual of the bear.” No one
can know for certain that such rituals took place here, but evidence—ancient altars
and bear skulls placed strategically and seemingly deliberately within the cave’s
hidden chambers—seems to suggest that they did.

In Regordou, France, site of a known Neanderthal campsite, a brown bear’s body
was buried in a trench and then covered with a large gravestone. Neanderthals
eventually died out—why, no one knows. These early people may not have been
equipped with the skills to compete for existence with modern humanity’s more direct
human ancestors, yet they shared with them a reverence for the bear.

Deep within a Bavarian cave during the early twentieth century, explorers
discovered ten large bear skulls stacked high atop a platform, apparently the work of
yet another band of primitive humans. Why else would these early people have gone
to great trouble laboring within the bowels of the earth but to honor the spirit of their
brother, the bear?

Many of us modern humans probably owe our very existence to an ancestor who
made it through a brutal winter by huddling in a bearskin or subsisting during a famine
on bear meat and fat. The surnames Bear, Baer, Brown and Bruner owe their
etymologies to these great beasts.

Look at other words in every modern language to see the bear’s direct influence
upon our culture. The Greek word for bear is arctos, and from this we arrive at Arctic,
a region where the greatest of bears still thrive today. Arctos is also the root of Arthur,
England’s legendary king, rumored to be sleeping (like a hibernating bear) on the
island of Avalon. Bern, Switzerland, and Berlin, Germany, are both named for bears.

Barley is the bear’s grain because early humans fermented it underground to
make beer, another word derived from bear. The bodies of our human dead are often
placed upon biers in the hope that they, like the dormant bear, will one day be
resurrected.

The ancient Inuit believed that polar bears remove their coats to become human
when entering Inuit homes, and that upon leaving they assume their true bear shapes
again. Bears are said to have taught tribes to dance and sing as well as to find healing
plants. The medicinal powers found in bearberry, bear clover, bear grass, and
bearwood were the gifts of our brother, the bear.

The constellation Boötes, the Bear Keeper or Bear Hunter, remains forever at the
heels of Ursa Major and Ursa Minor. The name of the brightest star in Boötes,
Arcturus, is derived from two Greek words: arctos for bear, and ouros for keeper.

By the time humans discovered art, they probably believed that everything in the
natural world possessed a soul, including themselves and animals—including most



certainly bears, for bears were big medicine indeed. Cave painting began—no one
knows for certain why—in the latter half of the last ice age.

What is very telling about these paintings is not what they depict, but what they
don’t depict. Many species are represented, but there are only a few bears. Forty
thousand years ago, a mere eyeblink in evolutionary time, humankind may have
considered the spirit of the bear too powerful to trifle with, even by its little brothers
and sisters.

Another age would soon dawn–our own Modern Age–during which humans now
reigned supreme, many with little regard for some of the creatures without which
human life might have ceased to exist. Included in this group were many of the bears,
animals formerly honored when people were fearful of them, but persecuted and, in
many cases, nearly driven to extinction once the roles were reversed.

When the minds of modern-day developers and magnates begin to cloud over with
hubris, let us hope that something of the same awe and reverence our ancestors felt
seeps through to their own inner bear spirits. For in saving the bear and its last wild
places, an important part of what made us who we are will be saved as well.

—Kathy Etling


