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The land is very sterile. There are in it many white bears . . .

—LEGEND BY SEBASTIAN CABOT ON A MAP OF NORTH AMERICA (1544)

They appeared to be very fat and prosperous, and very much at home, as if the country had belonged to them always. They are the unrivaled master-existences of this ice-bound solitude.

—JOHN MUIR, THE CRUISE OF THE CORWIN (1917)
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POLAR BEAR–HUMAN TIME LINE





	CA. 8,000 BP

	In northeastern Siberia’s De Long Archipelago, people hunt polar bears, predominantly females, perhaps in or near dens.




	FIRST CENTURY CE

	A female shaman is buried at Ekven, Chukotka. Her grave goods include a decorated ivory paddle for pottery, which shows a shaman whose outstretched legs and hands are transforming into the paws of a polar bear spirit helper.




	CA. 500 CE

	Indigenous artists incise polar bear images on rock faces in the Pegtymel’ River valley on the Chukchi Peninsula. Hunters of the Middle Dorset culture, in what is today Canada, carve ivory “flying” polar bear effigies.




	894

	Ingimundur the Old, a Norse settler in Iceland, captures two polar bear cubs and sends them to King Harald of Norway.




	1234

	Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II gifts a white bear to King Mohammad Al Kamil of Egypt. (Al Kamil, years later, allegedly reciprocates with a giraffe.)




	1492

	German mariner-astronomer Martin Behaim adds polar bears, in the vicinity of Greenland, to his famous painted globe.




	1534

	During Jacques Cartier’s exploration of Newfoundland, on an island offshore, Cartier’s men find a bear “as big as a calf and as white as a swan”—the first polar bear described in its native environment.




	1544

	The first image of a polar bear on a map of North America appears on a world map usually ascribed to Sebastian Cabot. It shows the Arctic Circle at the correct latitude and two bears south of it, around present-day Quebec.




	1585

	Approaching Baffin Island, John Davis spots four white “beares of a monstruous bignesse.”




	1609

	Captain Jonas Poole transports two polar bear cubs from Svalbard to London, where they are kept in the Beargarden and possibly appear in pit fights and three Shakespeare productions.




	1733

	The first polar bear is exhibited in North America, in Boston.




	1774

	Captain Constantine J. Phipps names the polar bear Ursus maritimus.




	1859

	The first zoo in the United States is established in Philadelphia, with a polar bear as the first North American “zoo bear.”




	1864

	Sir Edwin Henry Landseer exhibits Man Proposes, God Disposes, his painting of the Franklin Expedition’s remains.




	1894 TO 1897

	Wintering on the Russian Arctic’s Franz Josef Land in the Barents Sea, members of the Jackson-Harmsworth Expedition kill seventy-three polar bears; the crew gets rewards for spotting bears for the gentleman hunters.




	1909

	Seventy-five polar bears, trained by Wilhelm Hagenbeck, perform in a 100,000-gallon water tank at the London Hippodrome.




	1917

	Trainer “Captain” Jack Bonavita is killed while working with a group of polar bears.




	1918

	Woodrow Wilson sends an intervention force to Arkhangelsk to fight the Red Army in the Russian Civil War, an operation known as the Polar Bear Expedition.




	1922

	The French sculptor François Pompon—assistant to Auguste Rodin—finishes L’Ours Blanc, also known as Polar Bear in Stride.




	1939

	After his zoo visit, a writer for The Jack Benny Show invents the character of Carmichael the pet polar bear, which lived in Benny’s basement, was rumored to have eaten the gasman, and was impersonated by Mel Blanc—the voice of The Flintstones’ Barney Rubble.




	1951

	Marilyn Monroe poses for a studio portrait on a polar bear rug. By this time, polar bear sport hunters in Alaska mostly use fixed-wing aircraft on skis to locate their prey.




	1956

	The Soviet Union bans all polar bear hunting in its territories; the year before, it detonated the first of more than ninety nuclear weapons on Novaya Zemlya, a polar bear denning area in the Kara Sea.




	1961

	One of the largest polar bears on record is shot near Kotzebue, Alaska. It weighs 2,210 pounds.




	1973

	All five nations with territory inhabited by polar bears—Canada, Denmark, Norway, the United States, and the Soviet Union—sign an international conservation agreement. The treaty allows hunting “by local people using traditional methods.”




	1980s

	Modern methods of tracking polar bear populations are implemented to determine ranges and subpopulations.




	1988

	The twin polar bears “Hidy” and “Howdy” are the official mascots for the Winter Olympics in Calgary.




	1990s

	More than thirty years after Silent Spring, biologists detect a number of toxic chemicals in Svalbard’s polar bears.




	2006

	A trophy hunter kills a grizzly bear–polar bear hybrid near Banks Island, Canada.




	2008

	The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service determines that polar bears should be listed under the Endangered Species Act; Debby, the oldest polar bear on record, dies at age forty-two in Winnipeg’s zoo.




	2009

	In Copenhagen, the Ice Bear Project showcases a polar bear statue made of ice that, in melting, exposes a bronze skeleton; in Berlin, a woman attempts suicide by jumping into the zoo’s polar bear enclosure.




	2011

	In an attempt to forestall poaching, Russia approves quotas allowing indigenous people in the Chukotka region to hunt polar bears for the first time since the 1950s.




	2013

	A U.S. appeals court upholds the 2008 decision to list the polar bear as threatened. It is the first species ever listed solely because of expected future trends.




	2014

	A filmmaker and a biologist attach “crittercams” to four Bering Sea polar bears, trying to see what the bears see and to learn how they spend their days.




	2015

	A study shows that some polar bears have shifted their ranges to include Canada’s Arctic archipelagos, where annual sea ice lasts longer; another finds that Knut, the Berlin Zoo’s famous polar bear, drowned in 2011 due to autoimmune disease of the brain.
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Territories of northern peoples and polar bear range
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The polar bear as political subject, in a 2006 Le Temps cartoon by Patrick Chapatte. Polar bears play the role that whales played in the conservation movement in the 1980s, though updated with the additional twist of climate change. Courtesy of Patrick Chapatte.


A Beast for the Ages

Stories . . . can separate us from animals as easily as they can connect us. And the best stories are likely to complicate our relationships, not simplify them.

—CHRISTOPHER R. BEHA, ANIMAL ATTRACTION (2011)

THESE DAYS, NO ANIMAL EXCEPT PERHAPS THE WOLF DIVIDES opinions as strongly as does the polar bear, top predator and sentinel species of the Arctic. But while wolf protests are largely a North American and European phenomenon, polar bears unite conservationists—and their detractors—worldwide.

In 2008, in preparation for the presidential election, the Republican Party’s vice-presidential candidate, the governor of Alaska, ventured to my then hometown, Fairbanks, to rally the troops. Outside the building in which she was scheduled to speak, a small mob of Democrats, radicals, tree-huggers, anti-lobbyists, feminists, gays and lesbians, and other “misfits” had assembled in a demonstration vastly outnumbered by the governor’s supporters. As governor, the “pro-life” vice-presidential candidate and self-styled “Mama grizzly” had just announced that the state of Alaska would legally challenge the decision of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to list the polar bear as threatened under the Endangered Species Act. Listing it would block development and thereby endanger jobs, the worn argument went.

Regularly guiding wilderness trips in Alaska’s Arctic and feeling that my livelihood as well as my sanity depended upon the continued existence of the White Bears and their home ground, I, who normally shun crowds, had shown up with a crude homemade sign: Polar Bears want babies, too. Stop our addiction to oil! I was protesting recurring attempts to open the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, the area with the highest concentration of polar bear dens in Alaska, to drilling. From the top of my sign a plush polar bear toy dangled, a bear toddler in effigy. Though wary of anthropomorphizing animals, I was not above playing that card.

As we were marching and chanting, I checked the responses of passersby. A rattletrap truck driving down Airport Way caught my eye. The driver, a stereotypical crusty Alaskan, showed me the finger. Unbeknownst to him, his passenger—a curly haired, grandmotherly Native woman, perhaps his wife—gave me a big, cheery thumbs-up.

The incident framed opposing worldviews within a single snapshot but did not surprise me. My home state has long been contested ground, and the bear a cartoonish, incendiary character. Already in 1867, when Secretary of State William H. Seward purchased Alaska from Russia, the Republican press mocked the new territory as “[President] Johnson’s polar bear garden”—where little else grows.

In those days, polar bears were at best seen as a nuisance and at worst as a practice target. Sealers killed them because they competed for seals. Their flesh fed explorers and whalers. Their hides carpeted the homes of wealthy burghers and industrialists. One commercial hunter alone could make a big dent in polar bear numbers. The Norwegian trapper Henry Rudi, a man with a twinkle in his eye, earned the sobriquet “Polar Bear King” for killing a total of 713 polar bears on Norway’s Arctic Svalbard and Jan Mayen Islands and in Greenland between 1907 and 1947. Scottish whalers from Dundee shot as many bears in a single season. They and Rudi, a Norwegian Medal of Merit recipient, together wiped out the equivalent of the estimated current population of polar bears in Canada’s Baffin Bay. Losses through live capture also were severe. Between 1871 and 1973, two thousand polar bears went to zoos, carnivals, and vaudeville theaters all over the world.1

As awareness of declining numbers grew, conservation measures seemed necessary, if only for economic reasons. The Danish East Greenland Nanok Company, a hunting and trapping outfit, from 1937 onward proscribed the hunting of polar bears in designated months and forbade killing the slowly reproducing females and their cubs. Government regulations quickly followed, first in Greenland in 1950. They protected females with cubs year-round and all bears in the summer. In 1956, the USSR closed its polar bear hunt, concerned with the bear’s possible extinction from overhunting. In Canada, after 1967, bears could no longer be killed in their dens, a method especially popular before the advent of firearms. By 1973, poison, foot traps, and “spring guns”—self-killing guns with a string to the trigger attached to bait—as well as hunting by aircraft or snowmobile, had been banned throughout Greenland.2
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During the winter of 1964–65, two Norwegian trappers killed 144 polar bears on Halvmåneøya (Halfmoon Island) in the Svalbard archipelago. They used strychnine and blubber-baited “self-shot” gun traps like this replica in Tromsø’s Polarmuseet. Photo by Erlend Bjørtvedt, courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.

The same year, after similar developments in other “polar bear nations,” Canada, Denmark, Norway, the United States, and the USSR signed the International Agreement on the Conservation of Polar Bears and Their Habitat, which regulated commercial hunting and forbade the capture of bears for circuses and zoos. (The agreement does not mention it, but zoos still can adopt orphaned cubs.) Polar bears could henceforth be killed only for scientific reasons, or in self-defense, or by Native peoples who had traditionally done so. Inuit were allowed a quota based on the numbers and health of Canadian polar bear populations. Their communities could also sell some of these permits to non-Native trophy hunters for much-needed revenue.3

In 2005, the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)—also known as the “Red Cross of the conservation movement”—upgraded the polar bear’s status from a “species of least concern” to “vulnerable.” The U.S. government, under the Endangered Species Act, in 2008 declared the bear “threatened.” As climate change and resource extraction in the Arctic became a more serious threat, the five signatories of the 1973 agreement reconvened in 2009 and 2013 to discuss additional, or further-reaching, measures of polar bear conservation. An attempt to outlaw all trade in polar bear parts under the international Convention on the Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) failed in 2010. Too many traditions collided. Too many interests intervened at the bargaining table. But some form of regulation is badly needed. In the curio market, polar bear parts yield a nice chunk of change: twenty dollars for a hind claw; fifty for a front claw; two hundred for a canine; a thousand for a skull; and ten thousand to twenty-four thousand for a pelt.4
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Polar bear killing a young bearded seal on Svalbard, a sight that makes some people uncomfortable and challenges ideas about the bear’s “purity,” “cuteness,” or “nobility.” At zoos, viewers are spared such messiness, because there the animals have a different diet, or the meat has already bled out. Photo by Marion Jonchères.
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The White Bear looms large in human history and not just because of its size. In part, our fascination with it springs from the charisma all carnivores share: their quickness, intensity, and acuity, magnified by their strength. It is the idea of their unfettered existence, their calm in the crucial moments, that attract us. We see ourselves in them. “Their courage is in their breast, their resolution in their head,” the anonymous scribe of the thirteenth-century Aberdeen Liber de bestiarum natura explained. “They are called ‘beasts’ from the force with which they rage. . . . They are called ‘wild’ because they enjoy their natural liberty and are borne along by their desires. They are free of will, and wander here and there, and where their instinct takes them, there they are borne.”5 Nine hundred years later, a children’s book author reprised the theme, enthusing about bears that roam “over sea made solid, knowing nothing of false borders and boundaries, caring nothing for the concerns of man.”6 Unlike us, polar bears are not very gregarious. Neither am I, and that, as well as their nomadism, partly explain why they so appeal to me.

[image: image]

A truly immersive experience at the Detroit Zoo. Modern zoos try to give visitors an understanding of the bear in its home environment, while also considering the animals’ well-being. Photo by Lon Horwedel.

Deeply held preconceptions keep us from seeing the true nature of some animals. The polar bear is a prime example. Over the past eight thousand years, we have regarded it as food, toy, pet, trophy, status symbol, commodity, man-eating monster, spirit familiar, circus act, zoo superstar, and political cause célèbre. We have feared, venerated, locked up, coveted, butchered, sold, pitied, and emulated this large carnivore. It has left few emotions unstirred. Where the bears’ negative image prevailed, as so often, a perceived competition for resources or a threat to our dominion were the cause.

But in and with this book, I do not intend to take sides. I also don’t think the White Bear—despite its bulk, charisma, and relative rarity—more worthy of conservation than the “unattractive” and obscure naked mole rat, or any other page in life’s ledger. My main purpose here is to examine attitudes toward, interactions with, and beliefs about polar bears across cultures and time, the history of their symbolic representations and physical presence in our midst and ours in theirs.

The vibrant, interdisciplinary field of anthrozoology, or animal studies, in whose footprints I seek to tread, charts our place in the world of living things. Unlike ecology, anthrozoology engages in this endeavor by investigating ideas, not biological relationships, drawing on disciplines as varied as history, anthropology, psychology, art history, ethology, comparative literature, and zoology.7 A drive to identify with animals marks all levels of culture, from the individual to the state. For reasons that will become clear, the polar bear makes a great vehicle for such self-identification.

Bears, and in particular polar bears, might not dwell in our neighborhoods but they do live in the collective consciousness. I have turned to this creature as other “in a world where otherness of all kinds is in danger, and in which otherness is essential to the discovery of the true self.”8 Animals, which we have hunted, worshipped, and observed for tens of thousands of years, have made us who we are. An attitude that accepts them as separate and different yet also as fully formed equals is rare and found mostly among tribal peoples and a few select naturalist-authors—Aldo Leopold, Loren Eiseley, Edward Abbey, Georg Schaller, Bernd Heinrich, E. O. Wilson, Ellen Meloy, Jane Goodall, and Konrad Lorenz among them. None of them, to my knowledge, has written a single sentence about polar bears. But Ellen Meloy shed light on the mystery of glances across species boundaries, the tenuous connection that also hooked me: “Each time I look into the eye of an animal, one as ‘wild’ as I can find in its own element—or maybe peering through zoo bars will have to do—and if I get over the mess of ‘Do I eat it, or vice versa?’ . . . I find myself staring into a mirror of my own imagination. . . . There is in that animal eye something both alien and familiar.”9

Championing this elusive species that is native to where I live, I’ve attempted to fill the gap in other writers’ work, to peel back layers of meaning and find the creature underneath.

[image: image]

“Take a walk on the wild side and see polar bears in their natural habitat before they are gone,” a small Alaska airline hawks in its brand of extinction tourism, an overnight packaged trip to the shores of the Arctic Ocean. You put the White Bears on your bucket list and make sure you see them before you—or they—kick it.

I did too. And the rush of my first polar bear sighting still affects me.

After years of trying to break into a highly competitive job market (competitive not because of the wages but because of the fringe benefits, which include fitness, wildlife, and some of the world’s most addictive scenery), I was finally guiding a rafting trip on the Marsh Fork of the Canning, a Brooks Range river flowing north to the Beaufort Sea. Its course marks the western boundary of Alaska’s Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, and from our trip’s take-out point—a rough tundra airstrip—you can see gas flares in Prudhoe Bay’s oilfields. We never expected to see a polar bear: we were thirty miles from the coast.

Sipping coffee in the morning’s quiet, looking south from the top of the bluff where we had pitched our tents, I noticed a white lump on the bench below muscling toward camp. I could not believe my eyes. The clients popped from their nylon cocoons like ground squirrels from their burrows when I alerted them, one clad in nothing but boxer shorts and a down jacket.

I pretty much knew my way around grizzlies but was a polar bear novice.

[image: image]

With no natural enemies except humans, polar bears often take naps in the open. Their clean lines and flowing form enchanted the English sculptor and painter John Macallan Swan in 1903, as they have artists before and since. Courtesy of Rijksmuseum Amsterdam.

The bear’s wedge of a head swung on its pendulous neck, snakelike, gauging god-knows-what. This far from the coast, radiant against heather and willows, the bear looked more out of place than it would have in a zoo. Without a care in the world, it then lay down for a nap halfway up the bluff’s slope, a quarter mile from us. What was there for it to fear?

We sat and kept our binoculars trained on the white pile, which could easily have been mistaken for a limestone boulder. Occasionally, the bear lifted its head to sample the air. We crouched downwind from it, and it remained unaware of our presence. In the next hour or so, a golden eagle flew past, a wolf sauntered by, and gulls kept mobbing it—but the bear never stirred.

When we shoved into the current a few hours after the initial sighting, the bear was up and moving again, sniffing and pawing through bushes on the bench. We stole away like thieves, trying to avoid its attention.

As low-key as the episode had been, we all agreed it had been a highlight of our outdoor lives. Without moats, steel bars, gunwales, rifles, or expectations between the bear and us, anything could have happened. Real contact, physical, life-changing contact, had been a possibility.

I have long been aware of some ironies, such as the fact that setting out to meet polar bears in the wild is largely a privilege for the financially—if not always physically—sound, while locals who live with the bears often struggle to make ends meet. If I did not work as a guide, having my way paid and burning fossil fuels to reach the job site, I would have to visit a zoo to come face to face with live polar bears.

What draws me, my clients, and many other people toward these wanderers of the ice as if they were long-lost kin? One explanation lies in biological contact points, the physical and behavioral similarities between them and us. In the Arctic, only humans and bears hunt sea mammals, and bears are the only creatures to sometimes kill humans. Among the polar bear’s humanlike characteristics, the upright posture of fighting males or inquisitive bears might be the most impressive trait. In the northern hemisphere, where apes were unknown, bipedalism is otherwise found only in lemmings, ermines, ground squirrels, marmots, and owls, to which Native peoples also ascribed human qualities. In both species the sexes differ in size: adult male polar bears weigh twice as much as breeding females, while in Homo sapiens, the difference is normally less pronounced. For a long time, people even believed that bears have sex in the missionary position. “The female is said to be more lustful than the male,” wrote the eighteenth-century French naturalist Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon. “Some claim that, in order to receive him, she lies on her back, embraces him, holds him fast, etc.”10
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“Dancing bear” stone carving by the Inuit artist Noo Atsiaq from Cape Dorset, Nunavut. Polar bears only occasionally stand upright. Anthropomorphizing, we ascribe motives and emotions to them that resemble our own. Courtesy of Canadian Arctic Gallery, Switzerland.
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Polar bears purse their lips, flatten their ears, and twist their noses or muzzles. Circus trainers thought their “poker faces” unreadable; their alleged “smiles” most likely are human projection. Art Deco lithograph by the French illustrator and designer Auguste Jean-Baptiste Roubille, ca. 1925. Courtesy of Sotheby’s.

The bear is a plantigrade walker, placing its entire sole on the ground, as humans do, and prints from its hind feet in particular resemble barefoot human tracks. Its eyes are aligned in a nearly frontal plane. Visual acuity, a keen sense of hearing and smell, dexterity, and a broad variety of vocalizations further strengthen the resemblance. Native people think that polar bears, like people, differ in personality; some are aggressive, others are timid. By observing them, the Inuit supposedly learned seal hunting techniques: stalking seals hauled out on the ice, or waiting at their breathing holes, sometimes scratching the ice nearby to lure these curious animals. Like ravens, polar bears are thought to possess what the Inuit call isuma—the ability to reason—and like ravens, they ceaselessly investigate their surroundings. As seaworthy terrestrial creatures, polar bears conceptually connect animals of the sea and those of the land. (Modern science proves that the bears’ closest non-ursine relatives are in fact doglike animals and seals, a genetic underpinning to their position between land and sea.) In Native minds, they also mediate between this world and the spirit world, between nature and culture.

Like Homo sapiens, Ursus maritimus can be an opportunistic feeder with an appetite that rivals its curiosity, though it thrives on a largely seal-based diet. It moves seasonally between summer and winter grounds, as the Inuit used to. And while polar bears, unlike people, are not very social, they occasionally share a kill with another bear and feed in large numbers on dead, stranded whales.

The polar bear’s maternal dedication impresses us as much as its fitness as a hunter. Pregnant females den in the winter, and the interior shape and material of their shelter recalls the igloo. The den is very clean, as the female stops eating and defecating before giving birth. The newborns—pink, helpless, and thinly haired—suggest our babies, just as a skinned adult bear resembles a naked adult human. Polar bear mothers strongly bond with their offspring but sometimes also discipline them with a growl or cuff. They generally nurse in a sitting posture, with one or two cubs on their chest. The young slide down snowy slopes, wrestle, and play tug of war.
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“Ice bear,” “white bear,” “polar bear”—a beast with many names. Here, it is shown with its preferred prey, spotted seal, in a late nineteenth-century Dutch school wall chart. Courtesy of Nationaal Onderwijsmuseum, Dordrecht, the Netherlands.
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A polar bear at the Nuremberg zoo nurses her cubs. Suggestive of human breastfeeding, this pose represents only one of many aspects in which the bear resembles us. Photo by Christophe Dayer.
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Polar bear hunting has become controversial and strictly regulated. To be recognized as a skilled hunter, young men in some northern communities are still expected to kill a polar bear. Here, an Inuk from Kangiqsualujjuaq in northern Quebec misses one on the eastern shore of Ungava Bay. Photo by Scott Heyes.

For Siberia’s Chukchi people, the resemblance between humans and bears exceeded biological traits, extending to the cultural. They believed that a tribe of polar bears with human faces and gentle customs lived somewhere on North America’s shores, hunting walrus and seals, building snow dens lit with oil lamps, and engaging in long expeditions.11 (This mythic tribe could well have been the bearskin-clad Inuit of the Central Canadian Arctic.) Lastly, like us, polar bears are blessed with a relatively long life span—more than twenty years in the wild and close to forty in captivity.12

Complementing these similarities, some of the bear’s more “exotic” traits fuel our imagination. Foremost perhaps are its whiteness, its relative rareness, and the remoteness of its home—the far northern reaches, long unknown to Europeans, where danger, dragons, and mystery dwelled.

Far from being entwined exclusively with its Arctic indigenous neighbors, the polar bear has lately assumed iconic status in the dominant culture. With the wholesale domestication or destruction of wildness that marks industrial civilization, the polar bear has become a focus of our self-awareness, contentious as no other animal is. Its ascent from food to coveted curiosity to pampered celebrity may seem incremental, inconsequential even, but it speaks volumes about our relations with nature. Transferring polar bears—or their body parts or representations—into highly charged cultural contexts, we share in their essence and employ them for our own purposes. In the wake of its first importation into Europe, the bear triggered scientific curiosity and inspired artworks and nationalistic myth building; it enlivened heraldic devices and Shakespeare’s plays; in naval paintings, it defined the self-image of a nation. On the eve of industrial revolution, Britain turned bear slaying into a symbol of manhood and expansionist drives. With the waning of Arctic exploration, the bear’s economic and even symbolic importance diminished. It was relegated to advertising, trophy hunting, or popular culture until, starting in the 1980s, conservationists promoted it as both an indicator of environmental degradation and also a symbol of hope. (Ironically, oil companies co-funded some of that period’s polar bear research, fulfilling government stipulations.) Where wildness is threatened the bear has been elevated. Its revived economic clout boosts films, fund-raising campaigns, eco-merchandise sales, and high-end wildlife tourism.
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Donald Gialanella’s Spirit of the North, concept for a sixty-foot sculpture welded from scrap automobiles for a downtown park in Fairbanks, Alaska. The artist sees his bear as projecting “a confident attitude; intelligent, regal, and powerful.” Courtesy of Donald Gialanella.
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In the consumer society the polar bear helps to sell products associated with coolness, freshness, vigor, or purity. This sexualized Art Deco liquor ad poster also puns on the brand’s name, which means “of the bear.” From A Polar Bear’s Tale, www.polarbearstale.blogspot.com (site discontinued).

The traditions of northern Native peoples regarding polar bears frequently intersect with this “Western” trajectory, contradicting as well as enriching our knowledge of the animal. Indigenous concepts of kinship and transformation force us to reassess mechanistic, Cartesian views of the animate world.

My biggest surprise in researching this book has been the longevity of attitudes involving the polar bear, which is particularly striking in fast-changing countries such as ours. The bear is sometimes still a sexual predator or a “stud”; it still is protector, is killer, is idol; it can still serve as the embodiment of a nation, as figurehead for a group of people.

I have tried to outline these broader currents, these patterns of practice and thought that pertain to an animal still unfamiliar to modern observers. In assaying the stories and myths, the ideas and perceptions of many societies—including our own—I seek to highlight the interplay of external and internal landscapes and the bear’s place in both. For the lore and awe it inspires, for the diversity and the sheer life force it adds to the world, I hope that the Great White Bear will continue to prowl both our internal and external landscapes for thousands of years to come.

[image: image]

A few closing words should clarify linguistic usage, exclusions, and the book’s flow. After an introductory chapter that touches upon contemporary settings with which readers will likely be familiar, I loosely follow a historical chronology. Beginning with the bear’s place in Norse culture and medieval Europe, I move on to Jacobean and Elizabethan England and the Dutch early modern period. I then consider the heydays of enlightenment and exploration, when European or American missionaries and explorer-naturalists often were also the first (amateur) ethnographers. The Western “discovery” of the White Bear on its home ground went hand in hand with the West’s initial in-depth contacts with Arctic peoples; that chapter examines how the early scientific knowledge generated by those contacts shaped the polar bear’s place in contemporary societies. A discussion of our deep-seated fear of becoming food and of the enigma of whiteness follows, set in the context of exploration literature. I continue with two relatively modern institutions, the circus and zoo, which now seem almost obsolete. The next chapter shifts to deal exclusively with indigenous uses of the bear—and their ceremonial framework—and is succeeded by a cross-cultural examination of eating polar bear. The remaining chapters analyze not only Native customs and perceptions, but also trophy hunting, taxidermy, polar bear–watching, and political activism. As the distinction between Native and non-Native worlds has grown more complicated since the late nineteenth century, these final sections—focusing on the bear’s roles rather than chronology—draw on both perspectives to show contrasts and congruencies.
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War as a male pissing contest, in a French postcard on the subject of the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–5. While canines claim space through scent marking, polar bears are not territorial, because their sea-ice environment constantly changes. Courtesy of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts.

I’ve not delved deeply into polar bear biology and ecology here, because other books already do. I have also disregarded sources about “white bears,” such as the Norwegian folktale “White Bear-King Valemon” or its American-English counterpart “Whitebear Whittington” (in which the bear appears deep in the woods), as well as accounts of them in a Roman arena and King Ptolemy II’s menagerie—unless I could rule with certainty that the animals mentioned were not light-colored Syrian brown bears, or “symbolically white,” or the white variety of Kermode bears, a black bear subspecies native to British Columbia. Whether or not polar bears could have survived in the Mediterranean is disputable. An early nineteenth-century naturalist noted that even “under the heat of Britain” the polar bear “suffers the most painful sensations,” and while one survived twenty years in an Argentinian zoo, another died there from heat stroke. The famous animal dealer and circus entrepreneur Carl Hagenbeck, who, it was said, caught animals in nearly every country in the world, thought all animals could be acclimatized to live in any part of the world. Their health and longevity seem indeed to depend largely on the quality of the care they receive.13 So there could well have been a polar bear in the pharaoh’s keep. That said, the first unequivocally identifiable polar bears came to Europe by way of Greenlandic Norse traders and from Iceland, where sea currents still sometimes maroon them.
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From early modern to Victorian times, the White Bear was the most popular visual representation of the High Arctic’s dangers. Adrien Marie, illustration for Jules Verne’s short story “A Winter amid the Ice” from Le Docteur Ox, 1879. Courtesy of Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek Bremen.

Throughout this book, I have used “Inupiat” for Alaska’s speakers of Inupiaq and “Yupiit” for speakers of Yup’ik—both groups call themselves “Eskimo,” but that term is no longer acceptable for Greenland’s Kalaallit and Canada’s Inuit and has become controversial in Alaska. (Inuk or “person” is the singular noun of Inuit, kalaaleq that of Kalaallit.) Culturally and linguistically, these peoples are closely related, forming one branch of the Eskimo-Aleut family. That family inhabits the North from the Siberian mainland to Greenland, including the Aleutian Islands and the western Gulf of Alaska. Siberian Yupiit are a group formerly divided by Cold War politics. Some live on St. Lawrence Island, a sliver of the United States adrift in the Bering Strait, and some on the Russian mainland’s Chukchi Peninsula, or Chukotka. Those Yupiit should not be confused with the Chukchi, reindeer-herding speakers of a Palaeosiberian language, who also live in Chukotka and encounter polar bears. Lastly, I have distinguished non-Native ancient Greenlanders, mostly Danes, as “Greenlandic Norse,” where necessary. The book’s map of the polar bear’s range and northern indigenous peoples’ territories should help readers to locate ethnic groups and places mentioned in the text.

Some readers no doubt will object to my ranking the polar bear as the Arctic’s top predator. Indeed, with current climate changes, it’s become more common to find orcas patrolling high-latitude waters, and these sleek, torpedo-like mammals rival the bear in speed, size, strength, and intelligence. But for me the quadruped still takes the prize, because it lives up north more consistently and in greater numbers and sometimes preys even on us.


The Life and Death of a Superstar

I don’t know which criteria an animal has to fulfill to become a personality, but there has to be a story behind it. It is not sufficient to be a nice-looking polar bear or hippo to become a personality.

—CHRISTOPH SCHEUERMANN, DER SPIEGEL (2013)

EVEN IN DEATH, KNUT ARGUABLY HAS THE DISTINCTION OF BEING the world’s most prominent polar bear. “It cannot be that the little Knut is completely forgotten,” said a woman who spent five thousand dollars on a public Knut memorial marker—one of several in Berlin, a city that teems with monuments commemorating two World Wars, the Holocaust, and the Iron Curtain.1

Knut’s short career at the Berlin Zoo and his “afterlife” as a taxidermy exhibit at the city’s Museum of Natural History highlight both our obsession with this species and the cultural status it has gained. His story is representative, touching upon issues of captivity and commercialization, upon concerns about the appropriation and preservation of animals, upon history, psychology, economics, belief, and ecology—the very bones of contention and meat of this book, so to speak. The story of Knut can also be read as a footnote to the thousands of polar bears that have lived and died anonymously, but that nevertheless shaped—and were affected by—human culture and consciousness.

Knut was a zoo polar bear born in 2006 in Berlin, a city that centuries before had chosen a bear as its emblem. Knut’s story is worth telling in some detail, as it illuminates our troubled and troubling relations with nature. This bear had a rough start. His birthmother Tosca—afflicted, perhaps, by her former circus career—rejected the little Eisbär and his twin brother, which four days later succumbed to an infection.
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Ernest Griset, Some Late Arrivals at the Zoo. Zoos have changed much since the nineteenth century, though some bear enclosures similar to the one shown here still exist. From The Boy’s Own Paper (1895). Author’s collection.

Controversy surrounded Knut as soon as he came out of the incubator. His caregiver, Thomas Dörflein, bathed, bottle-fed, played with, slept next to, put baby oil on, and strummed lullabies on his guitar for the cub. Animal rights activists and even one zoo director argued that it would be better to let the cub die or to euthanize it than to raise it like a human infant, which would lead to neuroses or turn it into an outsider among the zoo’s other bears. On these grounds, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) sued the zoo for “extreme animal mistreatment.” Thousands of Knut supporters in turn wrote e-mails and letters pleading with the zoo to keep the cub alive and with its “foster dad.” Children protested in front of the zoo, which stayed its course. (Financial interests could also have influenced the decision.) Knut’s first public appearance, like that of famous debutantes, was a media event, with hundreds of journalists from as far away as Uzbekistan vying to snap his picture. A bear of the digital era, Knut had his own blog with first-person entries in several languages and a webcam inside his enclosure. The celebration of his first birthday was broadcast live on German television. The media covered each aspect of Knut’s existence as if he were royalty—from teething pains and a craving for croissants and hammocks to the alleged moment of his conception, caught by a zoo visitor on a blurred photo.

[image: image]

The “world’s most famous polar bear,” Knut, with treats on his fourth birthday in 2010. The infantilizing of animals is a hallmark of captivity—they are fed and restricted—but is also evident in other forms in which they are represented in our society, such as advertising and children’s books. Photo by Karl Bröseke, courtesy of Zoo Berlin.

He did have a first-rate pedigree—his dam, Tosca, had starred in East German circus acts under the prominent trainer Ursula Böttcher. Visitation to the Berlin Zoo during Knut’s first year soared to a high unequaled in the zoo’s 163-year history.2 The appearances of Knut and his keeper became a twice-daily ritual. Not everyone was taken with Knut; “Kill Knut” graffiti marred Berlin walls, and he received a death threat at the zoo, which led to police security measures. At the height of the craze, 30 percent of Germans surveyed admitted they had already had enough of Knut.

The trim, bearded Dörflein, who simply by proximity or for his paternal image attracted a female following of his own, commented on less endearing behavior shown by the nation’s sweetheart: “He started to be threatening at a very early stage. Creeping up from behind and pouncing on his prey, he likes to do that with us [handlers].” Dörflein, to whom Berlin’s mayor awarded a medal, admitted having ambivalent feelings about Knut, feelings that will sound familiar to any guardian of infants: “When he’s shat on everything and then bites me because he’s unsettled, it’s enough to [make me] blow a fuse sometimes.”3

Whether or not the public was willing to acknowledge its nature, the bear was a bear after all, and it behaved like one. When Knut was just over one year old, animal welfare campaigners criticized the zoo again, this time for allowing Knut to kill and eat ten carp from the moat around his enclosure.4

The drama (“farce” some would call it) continued. First, the Berlin zoo settled with a zoo that owned Knut’s sire and claimed profits from Knut’s success. Then PETA demanded that the zoo castrate Knut to avoid inbreeding, which could threaten the genetic diversity of the German polar bear population. Eventually, Knut had a seizure and drowned at the age of four while facing an audience of hundreds. An autopsy revealed the cause of death to be encephalitis from an autoimmune disease. Despite his diminishing cuteness (and therefore, marketability), the adolescent bear still had a following. The resulting outpouring of grief turned vitriolic when the city’s Museum of Natural History presented to the Berliners a life-size polar bear “sculpture” wearing their beloved Knut’s pelt. A spokeswoman stressed its artistic and educational value. “It’s important to make clear we haven’t had Knut stuffed,” she tried to appease the public.5
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Man and beast in harmony. The roughly six-month-old Knut with his caregiver, Thomas Dörflein, at the Berlin Zoo. The public commissioned adjacent gravestones for both, after their deaths, which occurred less than three years apart. Photo by Simone Reinhardt.

[image: image]

Putting final touches on the taxidermic mount of Germany’s beloved zoo bear. Some people saw Knut’s preservation for posterity as disrespectful, but the embalming of remains also gave an “afterlife” to famous humans (such as Mao and Lenin). Courtesy of Museum für Naturkunde Berlin.

Long before Knut became a facsimile of himself, he had become first an asset and then an industry. The formerly nonprofit Berlin Zoo registered him as a trademark and at the Berlin stock exchange, shares in Zoologischer Garten Berlin AG promptly doubled their worth. The zoo announced that most of its proceeds would go toward nature conservation and research. (It also pointed out the importance of captive breeding programs for endangered species, one justification for present-day zoos.) Knut merchandise invaded stores and people’s lives. There were Knut ringtones and cuddly toys, commemorative coins and candies, pop music hits and a weekly television show. There were DVDs, magazine stories, children’s books, posters, T-shirts, and several films. There were Knut porcelain figurines, packaged hotel tours, and bank credit cards to pay for all of this. There were mock products even, such as the Knutburger—white fur between slices of cheese on a bun. Hollywood called. Taiwan, Japan, and China called. Knut product knock-offs began flooding the market.6 The zoo’s coffers overflowed. During Easter weekend in his first year, management had to limit the time each visitor could look at Knut to seven minutes.

The German government jumped on the media-circus bandwagon, issuing a stamp featuring year-old Knut that urged people to preserve nature worldwide. Ironically, this bear out of its element had been promoted to eco-ambassador, representative of an endangered place. And since he was generating a fortune, he was “a symbol of the economic potential of ecology.” The media had at last put a face to the climate crisis, one more photogenic than Gore’s. It was a predator’s, but fluffy: Nature defanged. A member of the zoo board praised Knut for his ability to draw attention to the environment “in a nice way. Not in a threatening, scolding way.”7 The German minister for the environment met with Knut, became his godfather, and adopted him as the mascot for a biodiversity conference and the logo for an anti–global warming campaign. Tellingly, media coverage of Knut’s 2007 debut drowned out the simultaneous launch of the International Polar Year in Berlin, which sought to educate the public about climate change. The megastar overwhelmed the message. Meanwhile, Knut posed for the celebrity photographer Annie Leibovitz. Her pictures of him became covers for Vanity Fair; for the U.S. edition, the actor and climate activist Leonardo DiCaprio (in crampons on an Icelandic glacier) was photoshopped onto the page with Knut.

Other polar bears have had time in the limelight. There was Binky, at the Anchorage Zoo, who in 1994 mauled two careless visitors in separate incidents but supposedly cried in the evenings, when his laughing, applauding audience had left for the day. (Alaskans loved him not for his cuteness but for his rebelliousness, and Binky T-shirts sported the slogan Send another tourist, this one got away.) There was Gus, at the Central Park Zoo, who swam obsessively and was diagnosed by a therapist, which resulted in his being treated with Prozac and made to work harder for his food. (As the “bipolar” bear, he became a symbol for neurotic New Yorkers.) There was Carmichael, who came to the Oklahoma Zoo after Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany had him sent to the St. Louis World’s Fair and who lived into his forties. And there was Velox, a massive female polar bear, who in 1941 retired at the Denver Zoo after nine years of touring with the American Ringling Brothers’ circus, and who enchanted generations of visitors until her death in 1961. It was said she had killed two African lions during her time at the circus. Velox made an appearance in a prize-winning short story, and, as “a fighter” who had endured hardship, was chosen as the mascot of the U.S. Army’s 31st Infantry Regiment.8

These zoo bears were each famous in their own way. But they could not compete with the cub that had first the Germans and then the rest of the world gushing like teenagers, the bear that caused a collective fever: Knutmania. Many who mourned Knut’s premature death on that bleak March day in 2011 felt a personal bond with him, regarding him as a family member and comparing their feelings for him to those for their pets. But Knut’s significance was multifaceted. He embodied a yearning to see harmony between people and beasts restored, a new Utopia, Eden, Noah’s Ark—a world where we’re all in it together. What’s more, Knut had been Berlin’s first Eisbär in over thirty years to survive infancy, overcoming adversity and slim odds, a tale universal in its appeal. The bear’s troubled existence somehow stood for that of his entire tribe. It reminded us of our own perils, shared fates, our own flesh-and-blood mortality. It also reminded us of childhood’s innocence and of the innocence, which, as a species, we think we have lost—and here the bear’s whiteness, its “purity,” mattered. Many who had seen Knut had felt seen by him in return and, thereby, that they existed as part of a larger-than-human world. “When an animal looks at you like that, it changes everything,” his caregiver, Dörflein, said after the cub opened its eyes for the first time. Dörflein died two years before Knut, at age forty-four, from a heart attack, as if their fates were connected.9

This reciprocity of glances and the understanding that we attribute to it, some critics are quick to point out, could be merely projected desire: “The public purpose of zoos is to offer visitors the opportunity of looking at animals. Yet nowhere in a zoo can a stranger encounter the look of an animal. At the most, the animal’s gaze flickers and passes on. They look sideways. They look blindly beyond. They scan mechanically. They have been immunized to encounter, because nothing can anymore occupy a central place in their attention.”10 There is an obvious downside to the empathy zoo polar bears evoke. Like domestication, captivity is an infantilizing situation. It takes the animal’s freedom, depriving it of choices and causing dependency on an appointed custodian.
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A five-day-old polar bear is bottle-fed at the Toronto Zoo. As wild-capture is no longer possible due to conservation regulations, many zoos run their own breeding programs, in part to satisfy visitor demands. Courtesy of Toronto Zoo.
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Bronze monument, Knut the Dreamer, by Josef Tabachnyk, in the Berlin Zoological Garden. The statue freezes the idealized, four- month-old Knut in cubhood instead of portraying the gangly adolescent he was at the time of his death. Tokens left by his fans four years later, on his eighth “birthday,” include Knut’s favorite food, croissants. Photo by Anke Zeschmann.

The continuing frenzy over zoo polar bears, stoked by the media, has sociocultural roots also. Exposure to polar bears and bear-related issues increase the demand for more of the same. Before climate change and its effects upon wild polar bears caught the public’s attention, interest in the bears had waned, and many zoos had downsized or discontinued their polar bear breeding programs and exhibits. With intensive press coverage of the issue in the new millennium, visitor demand for the animals rose, and some zoos struggled to fill their vacancies, as wild-capture is no longer an option. When field biologists affiliated with the IUCN suggested that captive polar bears might play a key role in boosting wild populations, the bear became a “focus species” for some zoos, and captive bears more acceptable to conservation-minded audiences. But zoos have to make choices about how to spend limited conservation funds and therefore choose threatened species they consider most likely to rebound in the wild. For some, that excludes the polar bear.11

Ultimately, the key to understanding Knutmania—and the appeal of polar bear cubs in children’s books and eco-campaigns—can be found in “the cute factor.” Who, really, is immune to the charms of these tots, their cuffing and wrestling matches, their tipsy-sailor gait, their mewling, stub-nosed, button-eyed somersaulting or nipping at mom’s heels? Who would want them to lose their sea-ice home? In this context it is revealing that the committee in charge of selecting the design for a Knut statue for the Berlin Zoo decided it had to show the cuddly Knut, not Knut as a delinquent adolescent. (The material posed a further challenge. It was difficult to capture the cub’s fuzz and playfulness in bronze.)12

The Austrian, Nobel-Prize-winning researcher of animal behavior, Konrad Lorenz, first surmised in 1949 that we strongly respond to physical features and behavior of many mammalian young, not just those of our own species. A shortened nose, big eyes, a disproportionately large head, and round and soft body features paired with playfulness or curiosity turn us all gooey inside. It has since been proven that cuteness triggers nurturing instincts in adults, and the urge to protect. Recent research suggests that pictures of puppies or babies stimulate pleasure centers of the brain that are also aroused by sex, drugs, or a good dinner. As an evolutionary adaptation, this preference for immature traits makes parents care for their offspring. These paternal and maternal feelings, elicited by cubs like Knut, now could affect the survival of polar bears as a species.
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Cuddly carnivores—cubs feeding on a ringed seal pup their mother has killed. Ironically, in the 1970s, pictures of baby seals boosted a successful anti-sealing campaign. Photo by Jon Aars, courtesy of Norwegian Polar Institute.
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Perhaps polar bear cubs remind us of our own, idealized childhoods. Children’s alphabet plate, circa 1880, Brownhills Pottery Co., Staffordshire, England. Photo by Nancy Barshter, courtesy of Childhood Antiques.

Walt Disney’s documentary White Wilderness (1958)—known for its staged lemming “suicide” scenes—delighted Baby Boomers with a polar bear cub tumbling down an icy slope (also possibly staged), one of the earliest cinematic examples of exploiting the polar bear’s cuteness. The theme can be traced from that scene to the BBC’s 2011 mini-series Frozen Planet, narrated by Sir Richard Attenborough. Its episodes are structured according to the seasonal round of polar bears, with a bombastic soundtrack and subtly anthropomorphized treatment of the bears, with the requisite shots of cub antics. (The cuteness of cubs notwithstanding, occasional lapses in image-building occur. On its website, Polar Bears International describes the nearly hairless, blind newborn as looking “like a big white rat.” But, it assures readers, feeding on milk with the same fat content as whipping cream, cubs quickly morph into “22 to 26 pounds of pure adorableness.”)
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As nature documentaries and similar artifacts show, popular culture largely confines polar bears to limited scripts, to parts subordinate to our own. The bear can be roly-poly and immature, maternal, or else a combative male. These of course are stereotypical roles in the modern Western nuclear family. In a socioeconomic context, the bear functions as marketing tool and political rallying point. Yet beyond these dominant tropes, undercurrents and traditions exist, which this book will explore.

Even years after his death, people continue to leave flowers at a memorial statue of Germany’s most famous, most treasured bear. To understand Knut’s hold on us, it will help to know how his kind came to live in our midst and our minds.
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