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“Bear” by Julia Phillips is a novel that grips you from the first page, pulling you into a dark,
mesmerizing world. Set on a remote island off the coast of Washington, the story follows
two sisters, Elena and Sam, who are grappling with the impending loss of their terminally ill
mother while a mysterious grizzly bear begins to intrude upon their lives. This tale of family,
obsession, and survival is a profound exploration of human emotions and relationships,
wrapped in a haunting narrative.

A Tale of Two Sisters
At the heart of “Bear” are the contrasting personalities of Elena and Sam. Elena, the elder
sister, is depicted as the responsible and nurturing sibling, while Sam, the younger one, is
portrayed as broody and discontented with her circumstances. Their mother’s illness and
the arrival of the bear serve as catalysts that push the sisters into uncharted emotional
territories.

Elena views the bear as a mystical savior, a symbol of hope and enchantment in their
otherwise bleak existence. Her fascination with the creature leads her to take long walks in
the woods, leaving food for the bear and seeking solace in its presence. This behavior, while
seemingly irrational, reflects Elena’s desperate need for an escape from her harsh reality.

On the other hand, Sam is alarmed by Elena’s infatuation with the bear. Her practical
nature and protective instincts drive her to devise plans to get rid of the bear, seeing it as a
threat rather than a savior. This tension between the sisters adds depth to their
relationship, highlighting their different coping mechanisms in the face of adversity.
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The Bear as a Metaphor
Phillips skillfully uses the bear as a metaphor for the various ways individuals deal with grief
and hopelessness. The bear represents a wild, uncontrollable force that disrupts the sisters’
lives, much like the emotions they are grappling with. Elena’s enchantment with the bear
symbolizes her need to believe in something magical and otherworldly, a distraction from
her mother’s deteriorating health. Sam’s fear and determination to expel the bear reflect
her struggle to maintain control over their chaotic situation.

Setting and Atmosphere
The setting of “Bear” is richly described, with the remote island’s rugged beauty providing a
stark backdrop to the unfolding drama. Phillips’ evocative descriptions create a vivid sense
of place, immersing the reader in the sisters’ world. The island, with its dense woods and
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isolation, amplifies the sense of foreboding and suspense that permeates the novel.

Themes of Isolation and Connection
Isolation is a central theme in “Bear,” not just in the physical sense but also emotionally.
The sisters are isolated from the world and each other, each dealing with their grief in
solitude. The bear’s presence forces them to confront their isolation and seek connections,
whether with each other or with the natural world. Phillips explores how isolation can lead
to a deeper understanding of oneself and others, even as it poses significant challenges.

Critique and Reception
“Bear” has been praised for its atmospheric writing and deep psychological insights. Critics
have noted Phillips’ ability to create complex, believable characters and her talent for
weaving intricate emotional landscapes. However, some have found the bear-focused
sections to be less engaging, describing them as anticlimactic. Despite this, the novel’s
strengths lie in its character development and the vivid portrayal of the sisters’ inner lives.

According to Kirkus Reviews, Phillips’ narrative is a “moody, prescient” exploration of
isolation and individual misfortune. The San Francisco Chronicle describes the novel as a
“dark fairy tale for adults,” highlighting its brooding atmosphere and emotional depth.

Conclusion
“Bear” by Julia Phillips is a captivating read that delves into the complexities of family
dynamics and personal struggle. Through the lens of a modern fable, Phillips examines how
people cope with grief, isolation, and the need for connection. The novel’s rich descriptions,
well-drawn characters, and underlying themes make it a thought-provoking and emotionally
resonant work. Whether you are drawn to stories of familial bonds, psychological depth, or
the allure of the wild, “Bear” offers a compelling and unforgettable journey.
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