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ABSTRACT

Alice Munro’s short story “The Bear Came Over the Mountain” explores the complex interplay between love and
aging through the relationship of Fiona and Grant. As Fiona grapples with Alzheimer’s disease, Grant confronts
feelings of jealousy and guilt stemming from his past infidelities. The narrative unfolds the evolution of their love,
juxtaposing their youthful passion with the deep companionship that develops in later years. Munro skillfully
illustrates the emotional turmoil and sacrifices Grant makes in his efforts to support Fiona, ultimately portraying
love as a resilient force that withstands the challenges of aging. The story’s title serves as a metaphor for the
obstacles they face, emphasizing that while aging may threaten to separate them, love continually draws them back
together. Through her vivid depiction of their journey, Munro highlights the impermanence of life, the potential for
redemption, and the enduring nature of love.
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Alice Ann Munro is a renowned Canadian short-story writer, widely recognized as one of the foremost fiction writers
globally. A three-time recipient of Canada’s Governor General’s Award for Fiction, Munro's narratives delve into human
relationships through the lens of everyday life, earning her the distinction of being referred to as "the Canadian Chekhov."

In 2013, she was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature, celebrated as a "master of the contemporary short story,” and in
2009, she received the Man Booker International Prize for her lifetime achievements.

Her innovative approach to storytelling has been described as revolutionary, particularly in its non-linear movement
through time. Critics note that her stories "embed more than announce, reveal more than parade.” Most often set in her
native Huron County, Southwestern Ontario, Munro's fiction navigates the complexities of human experience with a
deceptively simple prose style. This distinctive narrative voice has solidified her status as "one of our greatest contemporary
writers," with Cynthia Ozick likening her to Chekhov.

Munro has garnered numerous accolades throughout her career, including the 1996 Marian Engel Award from the Writers'
Trust of Canada and the 2004 Rogers Writers' Trust Fiction Prize for her collection, Runaway. Like Chekhov, Munro is
deeply intrigued by the intricacies of love and work, coupled with a profound preoccupation with time. Her narratives are
characterized by penetrating psychological insight, minor-key events, and small-town settings, establishing a unique
connection to the Russian master of short fiction.

In Munro’s fictional universe, much like Chekhov’s, the plot takes a backseat to the epiphanic moments that reveal sudden
insights through concise, subtle, and revelatory details. A notable aspect of Munro’s work is her connection to the land,
which Margaret Atwood describes as a "harsh and vast geography." Munro demonstrates a keen awareness of the natural
world’s shifting colors and textures, grounding her characters in a life intertwined with the wilderness. Her ability to
articulate the intricacies of the environment parallels her skill in delving beneath the surface of her characters' lives.

This paper focuses on the elderly couple Fiona and Grant, who were once deeply in love and married in their youth.
However, Grant eventually seeks affection outside their marriage. Their journey leads them to reunite and embark on a
fresh chapter together, only for their lives to be dramatically altered when Fiona develops Alzheimer’s disease. The short
story elegantly weaves together their relationship, evoking a sense of realization and guilt regarding Grant’s past behavior
in his later years. It explores the evolution of their marriage through various life stages, ultimately presenting a powerful
examination of betrayal and the multifaceted nature of love. Munro’s deft command of detail, pacing, and gradual
revelation of past events underscores the notion that age and physical appearance do not dictate the depth of emotional
experience.

343



EDUZONE: International Peer Reviewed/Refereed Multidisciplinary Journal (EIPRMJ), ISSN: 2319-5045
Volume 11, Issue 1, January-June, 2022, Impact Factor: 7.687 Available online at: www.eduzonejournal.com

Originally published in The New Yorker on December 27, 1999, and January 3, 2000, "The Bear Came Over the Mountain"
was later anthologized in her 2001 collection Hateship, Friendship, Courtship, Loveship, Marriage, and adapted into the
acclaimed film Away From Her by Sarah Polley in 2006. The story centers on an elderly couple confronting the challenges
posed by Fiona's Alzheimer's diagnosis.

Munro interlaces the couple’s narrative, highlighting their initial encounter and the lasting consequences of their
relationship. Grant and Fiona’s love blossoms during their youth, characterized by passion and desire. Their connection is
invigorated by their contrasting backgrounds; Fiona finds humor in Grant’s small-town expressions, often playfully
repeating them. Young Fiona is spirited and enjoys playful antics, while Grant is captivated by her vivacity, feeling that she
embodies "the spark of life." Eager to commit, they rush into marriage, their passionate love akin to a storm. However, as
the years progress, they discover that passion alone cannot sustain a lifelong union. External forces and the allure of other
relationships begin to encroach upon their bond. Grant, a professor surrounded by women, grows discontented and seeks
love beyond the confines of his marriage.

Alice Munro reveals Grant’s drifting away as a manifestation of psychological depression, prompting him to seek
fulfillment outside his marriage. In his encounters with other women, he feels that the “tender intimations of feeling
required were out the window," which contributes to a growing emotional distance from Fiona. As Grant indulges in
fleeting relationships, his intimacy with Fiona diminishes. While he experiences a false sense of well-being in his romantic
escapades, Fiona is left feeling neglected, especially as her mother approaches death. Grant's failure to address Fiona’s
psychological needs leaves her to cope with her emotional wounds alone. Despite never having spent a night apart, the
psychological gap between them widens, rendering their marriage an empty shell, sustained only by obligation.

Fiona longs for a “new life” amidst the increasing rumors of Grant’s affairs, which even circulate among his students.
Recognizing the precarious state of their marriage, Grant makes a pivotal decision to return and repair their relationship. He
opts for early retirement, moving to a farmhouse in the countryside on a reduced pension. This change heralds a significant
improvement in their relationship; with fewer distractions, their marriage begins to stabilize. As Grant commits to his wife,
he engages more in household responsibilities and shares activities with Fiona, such as cross-country skiing. They travel
together to places like Greece and Australia, and their shared laughter rekindles their bond.

The couple starts to develop similar habits and enjoy quiet evenings together, cultivating daily conversations over dinner.
Discussions about their work and reading deepen their psychological connection. While sexual desire becomes less central
to their relationship, they foster a companionate love defined by intimacy and unwavering commitment. Over time, Fiona
and Grant cultivate a profound sense of attachment and spiritual connection, filled with tenderness and humor. Their love,
marked by serenity, resembles still water that runs deep, enduring through the passage of time.

However, Fiona’s degenerative disease shatters the tranquility of their lives. As Fiona loses her memories, Grant grapples
with the looming possibility of losing her entirely. This sense of crisis may unexpectedly reignite Grant’s passion for Fiona.
During Fiona's first thirty days at Medowlake, visits are prohibited, a period that proves to be the longest month of Grant’s
life—longer even than when his lover, Jaqui, was away on holiday at the start of their affair. He often envisions Fiona in
the worn surroundings of Medowlake and worries for her well-being, calling the facility daily. His dedication amuses
Kristy, the nurse, highlighting how profoundly Grant misses Fiona.

Grant finds himself enveloped in solitude; Fiona has become an integral part of his existence. Every action he takes, every
object in their home, serves as a reminder of her presence. He even speculates about what programs Fiona might be
watching in Medowlake, recalling the countless shows they enjoyed together. The stark, wintry expanse outside contrasts
sharply with Grant’s isolation as he returns to their darkening house, which is filled with echoes of their shared intimacy.
This space has nurtured their love, now intertwined with his feelings of guilt from the past.

Munro vividly explores Grant's inner turmoil, particularly through a haunting dream in which a former student he had an
affair with commits suicide. In the dream, he is surrounded by "a flock of cold-eyed young women in black robes," all
mourning and fixated on him. The suffocating fear envelops him like a "thickening black ring." In contrast, Fiona appears
as a reassuring presence, "untroubled" and attempting to console him. This vision recalls Fiona's quiet strength at social
gatherings, where she would retreat into herself, embodying chastity and reticence. Munro suggests that Fiona has always
remained steadfast in her loyalty to their love, even as Grant's previous lovers have abandoned him.

Grant’s awareness of Fiona's unwavering fidelity amplifies his feelings of shame and motivates him to atone for his past
transgressions by caring for her. Over time, he recognizes the depth of his love and attachment to her, taking great pains to
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nurture their relationship and support Fiona in her time of need. This commitment serves as a form of compensation for his
earlier absence in their marriage.

Eagerly anticipating his first visit to the nursing home after a month apart, Grant feels "a solemn tingling," reminiscent of
his youthful excitement before meeting a new love. His greatest anxiety lies in whether Fiona still remembers him, though
he soon learns that she has forged a new friendship with a man named Aubrey, described as having "something of the
beauty of a powerful, discouraged, elderly horse." This development complicates Grant's feelings as he navigates the
evolving landscape of their relationship amidst Fiona’s memory loss.

But where Fiona was concerned, Grant remained undeterred. Though jealousy flickers within him, his love for Fiona takes
on a protective quality. Over the ensuing weeks, he begins to adapt to the new happiness Fiona finds with Aubrey, the
temporary resident of the nursing home. "He didn’t see much point in mentioning their marriage now." When Aubrey
eventually leaves to return to his younger wife, Fiona is heartbroken. In response, Grant decides to ask Aubrey’s wife,
Marian, if she might allow occasional visits between the two. Marian declines, expressing her desire to avoid unsettling her
bewildered husband, insisting he belongs at home with her. Disheartened, Grant returns home empty-handed but finds a
phone message from Marian inviting him to a dance for singles at the Legion. She clarifies that she doesn't mean it in a
romantic sense, but believes it’s healthy to get out now and then.

Grant's interest in the invitation stems from a mix of motives: a lingering attraction to the thrill of seduction and the hope
that fostering a connection with Marian might lead to Aubrey’s return to the nursing home for good. Ultimately, he wishes
Fiona well and resolves that if he cannot cheer her up, the least he can do is allow her the companionship she craves. In this,
Grant demonstrates his capacity for significant sacrifice.

Alice Munro masterfully portrays a poignant journey of love interwoven with the realities of aging. She juxtaposes the past
and present, vividly illustrating the ravages of time while confronting death with a sense of defiance. Love, in its
confrontation with aging, emerges triumphant. Munro incisively captures love as complex and ever-evolving, never
reaching a definitive conclusion. Despite the forces that threaten to separate them, Grant and Fiona’s unbreakable bond
continually draws them back to one another.

The story’s title further enhances its themes of love and aging. The mountain symbolizes both the challenges of aging and
the nature of marriage. Though aging may impose its burdens, love serves as a centripetal force, continuously pulling them
back to the home they’ve built together. This notion resonates with Norse mythology, which suggests that even in moments
that seem apocalyptic, true endings are elusive. Love and hope ultimately lead to salvation.

Munro's writing captures the complexities of reality while reaching for deeper truths. She presents a landscape filled with
the potential for failure, hope, redemption, and despair—each merely a possibility rather than an inevitability. In this
exploration of life's inherent imperfections, Munro achieves her greatness. The story illustrates the evolution of love against
the backdrop of aging, highlighting how love and aging intertwine and collide, generating the overarching theme: love
evolves with time and ultimately prevails over aging.
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