Bear-baiting was one of the bloodiest and most enthralling spectacles of early modern
England—a grotesque fusion of sport, cruelty, and public theatre. In specially
constructed bear gardens, often located in Southwark just steps from the Globe
Theatre, a chained bear was pitted against a pack of snarling dogs. The crowd roared
as the dogs lunged, snapping at the bear’s haunches and face, while the bear—roaring,
rearing, bleeding—lashed out with its claws or crushed a dog in its jaws.

The violence was not incidental; it was the point. Organizers often ensured maximum
drama by prolonging the combat—removing injured dogs and sending in fresh ones,
or even chaining the bear in ways that limited its mobility to create a more one-sided
and frenzied attack. Blood slicked the sand. Maimed animals writhed. Spectators
drank and jeered, the whole affair turning brutality into revelry.

Royalty sanctioned the sport: Elizabeth I and James I were known to attend, and
elaborate baiting events were staged for foreign ambassadors as proof of England’s
strength and spectacle. For many, the suffering of animals was a source of thrill and
social bonding—a ritual of domination staged before a crowd that included butchers,
lords, and poets alike.

Though bear-baiting was eventually outlawed, its popularity during the 16th and 17th
centuries reveals a world where violence was not hidden but celebrated, ritualized,
and sold as communal pleasure.



