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From shape-shifters to warriors, these are the Very Important Bears of genre fiction...
BY RANDEE DAWN
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Bears are always on our minds. From teddy, who we snuggled up to as kids; to the eternal
whimsy of Winnie-the-Pooh; and the bears we might “choose” over running into a strange
man in the woods—the concept of the bear hibernates in the imagination, then rampages

in fiction. Face it: the bear often chooses us.

Because of this early anthropomorphic education about bears, it can be tough to separate
their cuddly appearance and bumbling antics from the truth that quite a few of them
would claw the life out of us in the right (or wrong) circumstances. But that combination
is one reason I wanted to include a bear in my upcoming dark fantasy Leave No Trace. In

A RS = 1]

st Fiction Columns Books

2 of 11 10/21/2025, 11:05 AM



Bears in the Woods: Eight SFF/H books with Ursine Characters - Reactor https://reactormag.com/eight-sfth-books-with-ursine-characters/

consequences.

But Artio is far from the only Very Important Bear in fiction. In science-fiction, fantasy
and horror novels, bears speak, shape-shift, go to war (with their own armor) and can
have long-lasting nightmares. Here eight of my favorite ursines, who’ve stealthily gathered

in my unconscious for some time.

Shardik by Richard Adams

“Such a bear as never was, a bear tall as a dwelling-hut, his

pelt like a waterfall, his muzzle a wedge across the sky.” So

arrives the enormous titular bear of Adams’ 1974 novel, a
book nearly as massive as the bear itself. When a hunter
comes across Shardik in a burning forest, he considers the

creature a reincarnated animal lord, a mythical creature

who died a long time ago whose return local residents await
eagerly. This sets off a chain of events that encompasses
worship, defiance, colonialism, slavery and mysticism that
other writers have used as inspiration over the years—
including Stephen King, who named his cyborg bear in The

Dark Tower series after Adams’ original.

His Dark Materials by Phillip Pullman
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The armored polar bear known as Iorek Byrnison in
Pullman’s original 1995-2000 trilogy is a panserbjgrne, a

e sentient warrior race as smart as humans—and who even
THE GOLDEN COMPASS

e swnie e (B 1 have thumbs, but no daemons. (To them, their armor is

THE AMBER SPYGLASS
" their soul.) Iorek had been king of the armored bears of
Svalbard, but lost his crown and his place in society after

killing another bear during a fight. Human T.yra helped him

get back on his feet and to find his armor again, after which

he became an ally and a friend (though a gruff one, at that).

Memoirs of a Polar Bear by Yoko Tawada

(Translated into English by Susan Bernofsky) Speaking of
polar bears—2016’s Memoirs is an epic story of three
generations of anthropomorphic polar bears, beginning by
following a circus performer in the former USSR who
becomes an author and is able to escape the Soviet state.

The refugee’s daughter Tosca ends up in another circus act

in East Germany, while Tosca’s son ends up being raised in
the Berlin zoo. Much of the story beyond that queries what
the role of a sentient bear is in human society, and the split

identity of celebrity and personality.

The Hobbit by J.R.R. Tolkien
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One of many creatures in the Tolkien menagerie, Beorn is a
“skin changer” in the 1937 book—a very large human who
can become a very large black bear. When Bilbo, Gandalf
and the Dwarves arrive on their quest to reclaim the Lonely
Mountain kingdom, he hosts them and assists with their

J-R-R- TOLKIEN supplies. Later on, Beorn joins the Battle of Five Armies and

helps to defeat the Goblin army. He later sired a line of

similar shape shifters, though only the men were able to

become bears.
Borne by Jeff VanderMeer

&VANDERMEER

i BOIRNE The grizzly bear named Mord dominates the ruins of a post-
apocalyptic city that’s been taken over by biotech in this

g

2017 novel. Mord had once lived in the halls of the biotech
organization called The Company on the city’s edges, but
experiments turned him (a) five-story-tall massive, and (b)
able to fly—which meant escape was inevitable. Now he
tramples around the city but also still has to sleep, which is
when protagonist Rachel searches through his fur for bits of
biotech tangled within and finds a strange plant-like

creature she calls “Borne.”

The Wayfarer Redemption by Sara Douglass
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Featured in Douglass’ 1997-1999 trilogy, Urbeth is a great ice
bear who is both The Enchantress and mother of five
children who then gave rise to the various peoples of
Tencendor. They all have various relations with magic (or
the rejection of it), and a pair of twins live in the Northern

Wastes, then later battle the Timekeeper Demons—but in

their spare time, often take the form of white donkeys.

The Panda’s Dream by Lawrence M. Schoen

Ailuros is a panda who lost his job as a space station cargo
master and once spent an afternoon babysitting a Fant—an
elephant-like creature featured in Schoen’s Barsk series.
Though Ailuros is again gainfully employed as the
stationmaster, he still has flashback dreams to that day of

Fant-sitting years earlier. Learning that his dreams are

LAWRENCE M. SCHOEN

harming his work, the Alliance insist he speak with a
capybara therapist who may be able to not just help him, but

use those dreams to reshape reality.

The Right to Arm Bears by Gordon R. Dickson
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Arm Bears is a collection of two of Dickson’s novels (Spacial
Delivery and Spacepaw) and one short story (The “Law-
Twister Shorty”) that take place on Dilbia—where humans
and the alien Hemnoids try to convince the locals to let
them use their planet as a space station. The locals? A native
bear(ish) population that are nine feet tall, love physical

interactions and disdain machines. Clearly Dickson had an

affinity for bears, because he also published (with Poul
Anderson) a collection of shorts from 1998 called Hoka!
Hoka! Hoka! That feature stories about (as the book cover

notes), “alien teddy bears conquer universe!”

Clearly there are more bears lurking in the forest of books out there—who else would you

include? =

Buy the Book

Leave No Trace

RANDEE DAWN
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/ﬁ AUTHOR
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Randee Dawn is a Brooklyn-based author and journalist who writes speculative fiction
at night and entertainment and lifestyle stories during the day for publications like
the New York Times, NBCNews.com, Variety, The Los Angeles Times, and Emmy

Magazine. Her debut novel, Tune in Tomorrow, was published by Solaris.
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jeff 13 hoursago &

who is the article art at top by?

0 Reply

Dean 7hoursago &

The giant cybernetic bear, (also named) Shardik, in Stephen King's, The Dark Tower lll: The Waste Lands,
is one of the 12 guardians of the Beams that hold up the Dark Tower.

Also, the 1979 horror novel, Prophecy, by David Seltzer, which features a mutated bear as a monster
born from industrial pollution.

0 Reply

tinsoldier 6hoursago &

A few examples that come to mind from a variety of SFF media that | have consumed:
-The werebears from the novel Paladin’s Strength by T. Kingfisher;

-The White-Faced Bear from the webcomic Wilde Life;

-Brother Bartholomew from the podcast Old Gods of Appalachia.

0 Reply

Lakis Fourouklas 2 hoursago )

The Phillip Pullman and Yoko Tawada books came straight to my mind, but | can't really remember the
bear from The Hobbit.

Hiromi Kawakami could be included in this list, for a short story, though. She could be included in almost
any list, I'd dare say.

~
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Dave 1hourago &

The Oogar in The Four Horseman Universe spring to mind

0 Reply
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"It is shocking to find how many people do not
believe they can learn, and how many more believe
learning to be difficult.

FRANK HERBERT, DUNE
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