
Everyone is a little Knut 

Thousands of visitors, songs, fan mail, a magazine:  

The polar bear hype goes on and on 

By Julia Koch 

It is half an hour to the start of the show 

on a rainy weekday. A long queue has 

already gathered in front of the barrier. 

An impatient child keeps rattling at the 

chains und is told off by a security guard: 

“If you don’t stop, I’ll send you to the very 

end of the queue!” There is security 

everywhere, about 15 men. The bear 

enclosure is fenced off over a large area. 

The star is coming.  

And there he lumbers in sight: the most 

photographed polar bear of the world. He 

has made it on the cover of the German as 

well as the American issue of Vanity Fair, 

into the New York Times and many more 

international media. There are songs 

about Knut, fan sites about Knut 

(www.youknut.de), the Berlin tabloid BZ 

has now published “The Big Knut-Album “ 

and even Spiegel Online asks its readers in 

a quiz: “How Knut Are You?” Totally Knut, 

of course. 

“The interest does not cease. Every day at 

least two to three TV stations come here and I get about 30 press enquiries”, says Ragnar 

Kuehne from the Zoo Berlin. Yesterday, there was someone from the Ukraine, the TV station 

ABC and an Australian camera crew.  From Holy Thursday to Easter Monday alone, 125.000 

visitors came to see Knut.  

On this ordinary day after the Easter rush, the visitors are admitted to the enclosure in 

intervals of ten minutes. Knut has to do his duty two times every day for an hour, and he 

does it brilliantly: He rolls in the sand, romps around with a blanket, bites his keepers in the 

arms, takes a bath and looks as cute as in the pictures. A voice from a speaker comments the 

events. The crowd is enthusiastic, photographs wildly and leaves only reluctantly, urged by 



the security, to make way for the next group. The keeper moves with Knut from one end of 

the enclosure to the next, even puts him on his hind legs, so that everybody can get a 

glimpse of him.  

“It’s like with a rock star. The more the media reports about him, the more interesting he 

becomes”, Kuehne tries to explain the hype. “Besides, polar bears are spectacular animals 

with a high show quality.” That a human cares for Knut and attends to him every two hours 

also makes it a special story. Bad luck for the polar bear baby Victoria that was born in 

Hagenbeck’s Zoo four years ago: It was raised in the natural way by its parents, there was no 

media hype.  

The headline in the tabloid BILD “Will cute Knut be killed by injection?” kindled the 

enthusiasm still more. It even extends to keeper Thomas Doerflein now. He gets huge 

amounts of fan mail and requests for interviews and talk shows. But the 48-year-old refuses 

to appear on TV and only reluctantly gives interviews.  He is reported to be exhausted from 

his continuous attendance to the bear. He had to cut a holiday short because Knut could not 

be without his foster-father.  

But his being hand-raised by humans also met with criticism. Arguing that it was not 

appropriate to the species, the Zoo Leipzig had put down a sloth bear cub rejected by its 

mother. Kuehne argues: “The question is: Does the animal have a perspective? How much 

remains for it to learn when it is raised by hand?“ According to him, bears behave by instinct 

in most ways and do not have to be integrated into groups since they are loners. They only 

have to learn hunting – but they do not need that in the zoo anyway. In contrast, 

reproduction is a basic need. On that account it is planned that Knut gets a partner in a few 

years time. He probably has to leave the zoo for that. But by then he will look like any other 

polar bear. And the show will be over.  
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