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On Bears, Crosses, and the North: Cultural 
Semiotic Reflections on Texts from the Lower 

Palaeolithic to the Present1

Zusammenfassung:

Der Artikel möchte zur Debatte über die Religionsfähigkeit des 
Neanderthalers beitragen, insbesondere zu der Frage, ob nicht zumindest 
einige der in europäischen und transkaukasischen Höhlen gefundenen, 
paläolithischen Bärenschädel Objekte eines Kultes gewesen und sich die 
Bärenzeremonielle der heutigen Zeit von einem solchen abgeleitet haben 
könnten. Ich verfolge zwei semiotische Reihen, die sowohl im älteren und 
mittleren Paläolithikum wie auch in verschiedenen Jägerkulturen der 
Gegenwart mit dem Bären verbunden worden sind: das Kreuz und der 
Norden. Wenngleich die meisten Zeugnisse durch einen Zeitraum von rund 
100,000 Jahren voneinander getrennt werden, verweisen uns einige 
Felsbilder immerhin auch in die Vergangenheit des Mesolithikums. Die 
rezenten Texte fügen sich - trotz einiger eine historische Differenzierung 
andeutenden Unterschiede - zu einer logischen Erzählung, die den Bären 
als ausgeglichenes und ausgleichendes Wesen beschreibt, das am Mittelpunkt 
der Welt zwischen der materiellen und der geistigen Sphäre unserer Existenz 
vermittelt.

Abstract:

The article seeks to contribute to the debate about the Neanderthalians4 
capacity of religious thought, particularly to the questions whether at least 
some of the bear skulls found in European and Transcaucasian caves could 
have been deposited there as part of Bear-ceremonial activities and whether 
forms of Bear ceremonialism known today may have descended from this 
era. It presents two sets of semiotic similarities between materials from the 
Lower and the Middle Paleolithic in Europe and Transcaucasia, on the one

1 In appreciation o f the two outstanding teachers I have encountered in the course o f my dissertation 
research at the University o f Arizona: Dr. N. Scott Momaday in the English Department, who has 
provided me with major stimuli about Bear, and Classicist Dr. Frank E. Romer, who accompanied 
me in the process o f  defining my dissertation topic and who patiently helped me to improve my 
academic English.
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hand, and ethnographies of the past 400 years from hunting cultures of the 
northern hemisphere, on the other, namely, Bear’s association with the 
cross and with the north. Although the bulk of the evidence is polarized by 
a time span of approximately 100,000 years, Mesolithic petroglyphs do 
point us into the past, and the recent ethnographic texts, albeit showing 
some variation typical of historical processes of divergence, converge into 
a logical text describing Bear as a balanced and balancing being at the 
center of the world who mediates between the material and spiritual spheres 
of our existence.

Résumé:

L‘article cherche à contribuer au débat concernant la réligion de l’homme 
de Néanderthal, notamment aux questions si les crânes d’ours que Ton a 
trouvés dans des cavernes pyrenénéennes, alpines, et transcaucasiennes 
puissent y avoir été déposés en tant qu‘objets d’un culte, et si les rites 
d’ours pratiqués par des cultures de chasseurs récents peuvent être descendus 
d’un tel culte. Tirant et de fouilles des âges Paléolithique inférieur et moyen 
et d‘ethnographies écrites il y a 400 ans sur des cultures de chasseurs de 
l’hémisphère nord, il trace deux séries de similarités sémiotiques, à savoir, 
l’association de Tours avec la croix et le nord. Bien que la majorité des 
actes humains en question soit polarisée par une espace de 100,000 ans, de 
l’art rupestre mésolithque dirige notre regard vers le passé. Quant aux 
textes récents, ils se lient dans une narrative logique, dans laquelle l’Ours 
y est un être équilibré et équlibrant qui établie une liaison entre le sphère 
matériel et le sphère spirituel de notre existence.

Key words: Neanderthalians4 capacity of religious thought, Lower and 
the Middle Paleolithic in Europe and Transcaucasia, ethnographies of the 
past 400 years from hunting cultures of the northern hemisphere

Introduction

The following notes are a by-product of my comparative research of Bear- 
ceremonial traditions geared toward an inquiry into the meaning of 
narratives about Women Who Married A Bear and the age and stability of 
oral traditions. They are here offered as a contribution to the on-going 
debate whether bear skulls found in European and Transcaucasian mountain 
caves could have been deposited there as part of Bear-ceremonial activities 
and whether forms of Bear ceremonialism known today may have descended 
from this era (cf. W unn 1999). Adducing materials from the Lower and the 
Middle Paleolithic in Europe and Transcaucasia, on the one hand, and 
ethnographies of the past 400 years from hunting cultures of the northern

2 Bear is capitalized and used without an article when I refer to the spirit o f  the species, or 
Artgeist.
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hemisphere on the other, I am describing two sets of semiotic similarities, 
namely, Bear’s association with the cross and the north.2 Considering two 
petroglyphs that loop from the present into the Mesolithic as well as the 
migrations that must be underlying a number of very similar oral traditions 
and some of which must have occurred as early as in the Upper Paleolithic, 
I regard them as evidence for the continuity of Bear-ceremonial traditions 
from the Lower Paleolithic into the present.

The Cross

The earliest potentially Bear-ceremonial site of which I know is Azikh 
Cave, a limestone cave near Fuzuli in southwestern Azerbaijan. In its 
Acheulian layer (which works a transition from the Lower to the Middle 
Paleolithic in the period of ca 500,000-100,000 BP), Huseinov discovered 
the jawbone of a female of the Neanderthal type dated to 350,000-400,000 
BP, and, in the vicinity of a hearth, skulls of cave bears (hitherto undated?) 
two of which had a cross either drawn or notched on them and two jawbones 
cut in halves to form a cross ( M u st a fa y e v  1996, n.p.). This motif of the 
cross reoccurs at Pestera Rece, or ‘Cold Cave,’ in the Roumanian Bihor 
Mountains, where L a sc u  (1996, 18) found four bear skulls from the Middle 
Paleolithic dated to 85,000 BP and looking as if they had been arranged in 
the shape of a cross.
Arguing that in the glacial era of the Middle Paleolithic, Pestera Rece 
would have been much too far from human settlements and much too difficult 
to reach for the „mere“ purpose of a hunting ceremony, and that this would 
also contradict everything that has been observed in more recent cultures, 
W u n n  (1999, 5.23) seems to believe that this arrangement of bear skulls is 
the work of natural causes, such as water currents. I disagree.
For one, I think that the Neanderthalians were in all likelihood better adapted 
to a glacial environment than humans of our era are. Coming from Cultural 
Studies with a special interest in Native American Studies, I also know 
that in traditional Native American cultures, respect of the game animals 
has been very important, and that one way of showing it would be by 
returning their remains to their home. In Alaska, the Yakutat Tlingit take 
a bear’s head „back... They bury it with the face toward the mountain. ... 
Then they sing a song to it. ... They have respect for it.“ (Anon, in D elaguna 
1972, 824). In the Southwest, Puebloans would take a slain bear first to 
their village, where various ceremonies transform it from foe to friend, 
then take its skull to a shrine (Hallowell 1926, 77, citing Parsons) located 
on a hill or inside a mountain cave more or less remote from the village. 
Physical hardship is no reason to cancel an undertaking considered 
worthwhile, especially if it has a spiritual component to it, be it a vision 
quest, a sun dance, or a pilgrimage for salt. Thence, I don’t think that 
climbing the very same mountain hunters may have climbed to kill the 
bear in the first place would be deemed too much of an ordeal. The same 
may have been true of Neanderthal hunters.
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Two, the cross of skulls at Pestera Rece may not only take up a design 
which has been found at the Azikh Cave in three variations, but that all 
four crosses from the Lower and Middle Paleolithic anticipate Bear’s 
association with the cross in several recent Eurasian and North American 
cultures. These cultures include the Skolt-Saami, who have traditionally 
occupied the Kola Peninsula of Scandinavia, the Kets along the northern 
Yenissei River in Siberia, the Tlingits in Alaska, the Tsimshians in northern 
British Columbia, the artists of a petroglyph in Wyoming, the Ho-Chungra 
in Wisconsin, the Zunis in New Mexico, and the Dines in Arizona and 
New Mexico. In all instances, the cross appears as an attribute of the Bear 
- signifying the Bear, communicating to the bear the mythical propriety of 
the action, or effecting a (protective?) identification with Bear.
This is particularly clear in descriptions of the Skolt-Saami’s bear hunt 
and feast, which is patterned with crosses. To communicate to the other 
hunters that he had found the den of a bear, a hunter would place two logs 
in the shape of a cross on the hearth ( I t k o n e n  1946, 317, in P a c h e r  1997, 
319), a gesture that may respond to the wide-spread belief that bears have 
very good ears, and that one must not speak of the bear if the hunt is to be 
successful. At the den, the Saami hunters - as well as their Ob-Ugrian 
collegues in western Siberia - would poke at the bear with poles that had to 
be crossed ( I t k o n e n  1946, 218). This procedure has also been documented 
in a photograph of 1910 (Z a c h r isso n  &  Ir eg r en  1974, 82, in P a c h e r  1997, 
323), and a petroglyph from Bossekop (Nyheim?), Finnmark, in central 
Norway, dated to 4200-3600 B.C. (E v e r s  2004, 18). When the bear so 
rudely awakened would angrily put its head outside the den, the hunters 
would kill it with the blow of an ax. Then, they would take the slain bear to 
the village on a sledge. As Thurenius and Schefferus write in the 17th century, 
Skolt-Saami would use the red juice of the alder bark to put a cross on the 
forehead of the hunter who killed the bear and on that of the lead reindeer 
and on the forehead of the hunter (H o l m be r g  1925, 12. 13). Rheen, another 
author from the 17th century, reports that their women would sew crosses 
on a piece of cloth - one for each bear that was slain - and that these were 
hung around the neck of all hunters who participated in the hunt (H olm berg  

1925, 13). In the course of the ensuing ceremony, the bear would be hosted, 
its flesh eaten, and its spirit sent home by placing its skull into a tree 
outside the village. Somewhere during the feast, hunters „in Finland“ (who 
might be either Saami or Finns) reportedly drew a cross of bear blood on a 
pine tree and shot at it to find out who would get the next bear (H olm berg  

1925, 33, citing K r o h n ).

Hunters of the Kurika Kets put a post in the ground at the location where 
they killed the bear and on it put personalized versions of a cross on it: an 
even-sided cross, a lop-sided cross, or a cross-like assembly of four triangles 
( A lex e je n k o  1963, 199).
Tlingit hunters have been instructed in a narrative of a Woman Who Married 
A Bear as follows: „When they stretch my skin, put charcoal between the 
shoulder blades. And on my back - put a cross on the skin side“ (Jake 
Ja c k so n  in M c c l e l l a n  1970,21). Tsimshian hunters have received a similar
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instruction in a similar narrative: ,,[W]hen the skin was dried then put the 
red-ore at back from head to tail, and put also red-ore across under arms“ 
(Tate 1993, 38).
In Wyoming, a petroglyph shows two bear tracks with a cross inside 
( R o c k w e l l  1991, 71).
In Wisconsin, the Ho-Chungra (formerly called Winnebago) connote Bear 
with the four cardinal winds and say that Earthmaker placed them in the 
four directions as Island Weights to help stop the world from spinning 
(F u n m aker  1986, in D ieterle 1999-2005). Their locations could be connected 
by a cross.
In New Mexico, the Zunis have a shield that shows a bear with one cross in 
front of it and three crosses behind (R o c k w ell  1991, 104).
Legends of the Dines (Navajo) in Arizona and New Mexico tell about a 
monster bear who it had its cave in a mountain butte with four entrances, 
one in each of the four directions (Anon, in M atthews 1897, 124-5). We 
may surmise that the shape of the cave, entranceways included, was that of 
a cross.

The North

Another remarkable circumstance about the assembly of bear skulls at 
Pestera Rece is that one of them - and it is the only one lying upside down 
in a „norma ventralis“ position - points exactly to the magnetic north (L a sc u  

1996, 18). Bear is also associated with the north at the Grotte de Bruniquel 
in the French Pyrenees, where a circle of broken stalagmites opens in the 
north to admit a fireplace with burned bear bones dated to 48,000 BP 
(R o se n d a h l  1998, 65).
A fireplace in the north is not surprising and yet noteworthy at the same 
time. Never being directly exposed to the sun, the north is naturally the 
coldest part of a place, and so it is not unusual to see hearths along the 
northern wall of a building. But would this matter inside a cave such as the 
Grotte de Bruniquel? Or are we dealing here with evidence of artistic 
mimesis? Excluding the possibility that the northern location of the fireplace 
at Bruniquel is a sheer coincidence, I recall that many cultures connote the 
north with night, darkness, winter, and death. These connotations may 
have been transferred from the world outside the cave, in which the 
macrocosmos had been experienced and described, to a ceremonial, 
microcosmic landscape inside the cave.
Such a possibility is buoyed up by a large body of recent Eurasian and 
North American texts that connote Bear with human death. This death is 
not terminal but constitutes a phase of renewal. Anthropomorphic, bears 
suggest that there may be a flip side to human existence. Hibernating, they 
live in accordance with the regenerative pattern of the wilderness. Larger 
than human - a cave bear standing on its hind legs would loom 3 meters 
tall - they lend authority to the wilderness, which is considered a space of 
human regeneration, especially in the spiritual sense of allowing us to see, 
and be, who we are.
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a very balanced and balancing being at the center of the world located 
under the North Star. If we may believe the finds at Azikh Cave and Pestera 
Rece, there is a possibility that Neanderthalians conceived of this image 
around 100,000 years ago.

References

A lexejenko, J. A. (1963): Der Bärenkult der Keten (Jenissei-Ostjaken).- In: D ioszegi, V. (ed.): 
Glaubenswelt der sibirischen Völker.- 191-208, Budapest (Akadâmiai Kiadô). 

D elaguna, F. (1972): Under Mount Saint Elias: The History and Culture o f the Yakutat Tlingit.- 
Washington (Smithsonian).

D ieterle, R. (ed. comp.) (1999-2005): Bear Spirits.-The Encyclopedia o f Hotcâk (Winnebago) 
Mythology, 1/3/02. http://hotcakencyclopedia.com 

Evers, D. (2004): hunters & planters, prehistoric Scandinavian rock carvings. (Ebook).- 
Warmsroth, Germany (StoneWatch).

Funmaker, W. (1986) The Winnebago Black Bear Subclan: a Defended Culture.- Diss. University 
o f Minnesota.

G reenberg, J. (1987): Language in the Americas.- Stanford (Stanford University Press). 
Hallowell, I. (1926): Bear Ceremonialism in the Northern Hemisphere.-American Anthropologist, 

N.S., 28, 1-175.
Holmberg, U. (1925): Über die Jagdriten der nördlichen Völker Asiens und Europas.- Helsinki 

(Société Finno-Ougrienne).
Itkonen, T. I. (1946): Glaubensvorstellungen vom Tierreich.- In: Heidnische Religion und späterer 

Aberglaube bei den finnischen Lappen.- Mémoires de la Société Finno-Ougrienne, 
LXXXXVII, 210-222, Helsinki.

Lascu, C. (1996): A Mousterian Cave Bear Worship Site in Transsylvania, Roumania.- Journal 
o f  Prehistoric Religion, 10, 17-30.

Lonnrot, E. [1835, 1849] (1921): Kalevala. Das National-Epos der Finnen. Übertragung von 
Anton Schiefner, Einführung von Martin Buber.- Munich (Meyer & Jessen).

Lonnrot, E. (1989): Kalevala. Engl, transi, by Keith Bosley.- Oxford (Oxford University Press). 
M atthews, W. (1897): Navajo Legends.-New York.
M cC lellan, C. (1970): The Girl Who Married the Bear, a masterpiece o f  Indian oral tradition.- 

Ottawa (National Museums o f  Canada).
McClellan, C. [1975] (1983): My Old People Say. An Ethnographic Survey o f  Southern Yukon 

Territory.- In: Publications in Ethnology, 6 (1), Ottawa (National Museum o f Man). 
M ustafayev, A. (1996): Jawbones and Dragon Legends. Azerbaijan’s Prehistoric Azikh Cave.- 

Azerbaijan International, 4 (2). http://www.azer.com/aiweb/categories/magazine/42_folder/ 
42_articles/42_azikhcave.html

M üller, W. (1982): Amerika, die neue oder die alte Welt?.- Berlin (Reimer).
Pacher, M. (1997): Der Höhlenbärenkult aus ethnologischer Sicht.- W issenschaftliche 

Mitteilungen des Niederösterreichischen Landesmuseums, 10, 251-375, Wien. 
Rockwell, D. (1991): Giving Voice to Bear.-Niwot, Colorado (Roberts Rinehart Publishers). 
Rosendahl, W. (1998): Tropfsteinkreis und Bärenschädel.- Bild der Wissenschaft, 3 (1998), 63- 

65.
Speck, F., M oses, J. (1945): The Celestial Bear Comes Down To Earth. The Bear Sacrifice 

Cermony o f the Munsee-Mahican in Canada as related by Nekatcit.- Scientific Publication, 
7, Reading, Pa. (Reading Public Museum and Art Gallery).

Tate, H. W. (1993): The Porcupine Hunter and other Stories: Newly transcribed from the original 
manuscripts and annotated by Ralph Maud.- Vancouver (Talonbooks).

Wunn, I. (1999): Bärenkult in urgeschichtlicher Zeit. Zur religiösen Deutung mittelpaläolithischer 
Bärenfossilien.- ZfR, 7, 3-23.

Address o f author:

Helga Reischl M.A. (Kulturwissenschaftliches Seminar, Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin), 
Stücht 7a, D-91332 Heiligenstadt, (09198) 998072; hreischl@hotmail.com

190

© Naturhistorische Gesellschaft Nürnberg e.V.download www.zobodat.at

http://hotcakencyclopedia.com
http://www.azer.com/aiweb/categories/magazine/42_folder/
mailto:hreischl@hotmail.com


ZOBODAT - www.zobodat.at
Zoologisch-Botanische Datenbank/Zoological-Botanical Database

Digitale Literatur/Digital Literature

Zeitschrift/Journal: Abhandlungen der Naturhistorischen Gesellschaft Nürnberg

Jahr/Year: 2005

Band/Volume: 45

Autor(en)/Author(s): Reischl Helga

Artikel/Article: On Bears, Crosses, and the North: Cultural Semiotic Reflections
on Texts from the Lower Palaeolithic to the Present 183-190

https://www.zobodat.at/publikation_series.php?id=20381
https://www.zobodat.at/publikation_volumes.php?id=49428
https://www.zobodat.at/publikation_articles.php?id=286596

