
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

A family-owned company  

The Hagenbeck family have owned and managed Tierpark Hagenbeck for six generations. The 

present managing directors are Friederike Hagenbeck and Bettina Hagenbeck. By developing the 

scale of the business, upgrading the zoological garden and diversifying into new areas, the family 

has succeeded in securing the continuation of this celebrated zoo. The Tropen-Aquarium 

Hagenbeck, an all-weather attraction, opened in 2007. In May 2009, the Lindner Park-Hotel 

Hagenbeck opened for business; to this day it is the only zoo-themed hotel in the world. In 2012, 

the new Eismeer was unveiled – an arctic experience that invites guests to experience the unique 

world of the polar regions. 

Hagenbeck Zoo occupies a special place amongst zoos, as it is the only family-owned, non-profit 

zoological garden in Europe, and as such receives no subsidies for its operating expenses. The 

daily overheads of more than 41,000 euros for the zoo and the tropical-aquarium are covered 

exclusively by admission fees. The majority of other zoos in German receive millions in state 

funding.  

Hagenbeck – a name recognized around the world  

In 1907, Carl Hagenbeck unveiled the world’s first open enclosures, an innovation that was to 

revolutionize the way animals were kept and displayed in zoos. The zoo owner even took out a 

patent on his invention of panorama enclosures with no visible bars and fences. He established a 

new form of animal parks and created the world’s first adventure zoo. To this day, the world-

famous Africa panorama can be seen in the zoo just as Carl Hagenbeck designed and  

built it. 

Another new approach introduced by Carl Hagenbeck was the art of tame training, where the 

animals were rewarded for the right behaviour instead of being punished for the wrong behaviour. 

These basic principles still apply today. 

Ground-breaking ideas such as these made the name Hagenbeck famous all over the world. In 

these early days of the Hagenbeck company, it was comprised of three branches: trade in exotic 

animals, the circus and the zoo.  

The circus closed in the 1950s and the company no longer trades in exotic animals, leaving the 

zoo with its exceptional park-like grounds and the famous panoramas as the core of the company. 



 

 

Carl Hagenbeck descendants have taken the zoo into the 21st century by diversifying, adding a 

tropical aquarium and a hotel to the original zoo.  

Hagenbeck stands for art and culture  

Visible from afar, the eight-meter high giraffe statue by sculptor Stephan Balkenhol guides 

visitors to Hagenbeck. The Lindner Park-Hotel Hagenbeck – which features an exotic colonial 

décor in keeping with the age of Carl Hagenbeck – continues this commitment to culture. A life-

sized bronze Kodiak bear from the studio of the German artist Gabriele Haslinger stands in front of 

the building to welcome guests, while inside the hotel puts on exhibitions by notable artists.   

The unique design and layout of the zoo grounds with its listed buildings, a pagoda temple, a 

totem pole and a Thai sala are signature features of the zoo. Sculptures from many different 

countries and areas, and a wide choice of events round off the zoo’s commitment to culture. In 

1984, Hagenbeck celebrated the premiere of the Jungle Nights, and in 2002 the zoo’s popular 

evening events were extended to include the Romantic Nights, which were given a new concept in 

2019 and are now called Tierpark in Concert. 

 

Press enquiries 

Tierpark Hagenbeck Gemeinnützige Gesellschaft mbH 

Lokstedter Grenzstraße 2 • 22527 Hamburg • Germany 

Phone: (0049 40 53 00 33 – 312 • Fax: 0049 40 53 00 33 – 378 

Email: presse@hagenbeck.de • www.hagenbeck.de  

Please contact us should you require further detailed information about the company or photos.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

Tierpark Hagenbeck - Hamburg’s most beautiful park and a great day out all year round  

The park is a true gem for botany enthusiasts. Two of the oldest redwood trees in Germany stand 

here, alongside mature deciduous trees, exotic shrubs and plants from all around the world. The 

park is imaginatively landscaped with lawns, bushes and flowering plants to recreate the flora of 

the world’s five continents. The park, which is designated as a listed site, is an attraction in all 

seasons. The 19-hectare site with more than six kilometres of paths is maintained by a team of 14 

gardeners, who are also responsible for the design and care of the enclosures.  

A passion for animals  

The name Hagenbeck has been famous around the world for more than a century. Listed 

landscape panoramas and spacious, modern enclosures provide a home for more than 1,860 

animals and 210 species from all continents. Many of these animals are severely endangered in 

the wild due to habitat destruction, unregulated hunting and poaching. Against this background, 

every animal born here at the zoo is a greatly appreciated gift of nature.  

On average, the zoo welcomes around 150 baby animals every year. Hagenbeck is proud of the 

young that are born here as part of the European Endangered Species Programme (EEP). The 

successful breeding programm is also solid proof that the animals feel at home in their true-to-life 

enclosures at the zoo.  

Hagenbeck’s goal is to engage with visitors to share a passion for animals and conservation. This 

is the first step towards a sustainable interaction with nature and the outdoor habitats. One of the 

zoo’s key missions is to ensure that the following generations continue to experience and enjoy 

the great diversity of the world’s fauna. At the zoo, the people who look after the animals – the 

keepers and the vets – play a large part in teaching visitors about wildlife.  

One unmissable attraction for visitors is the elephant enclosure. The zoo’s herd of Asian 

elephants is probably one of the most popular attractions for visitors. The gentle pachyderms 

delight children and adults equally. The elephant feeding times – a unique experience in Germany 

– are great opportunity for an truly unforgettable encounter with these friendly giants.    

The Eismeer – experience the unique world of the polar seas  

In July 2012, after nearly two years of construction, the new Eismeer polar world opened to the 

public. The design was based on the zoo’s original Eismeer, which was demolished due to safety 

reasons. The new attraction provides a true-to-life habitat for the animals and is a mesmerising 

visitor attraction. The new complex cost 21.5 million euros to build. A 750-metre trail takes visitors 

on a 90-minute tour of the complex and its inhabitants.  



 

 

Panoramic windows inside the walk-through attraction provide thrilling glimpses of the 

inhabitants’ underwater life with fabulous views of polar bears, seals, walruses and penguins 

diving and swimming. An area of more than 8,000 square meters and innovative cooling and 

water technology ensure that conditions mirror the animals’ natural habitat. With 1,200 square 

meters of pools holding 5.3 million cubic meters of water – that’s more than 37,000 bathtubs 

filled to the brim – the animals have plenty of space to dive and swim. Visitors can enter the large 

seabird aviary and the Arctic penguin exhibit, providing close encounters with the animals. The 

zoo’s walrus herd is an unrivalled attraction in Europe.  

Keeper talks: keepers present their animals  

Visitors have the opportunity to watch many of the zoo’s animals being fed at special times 

throughout the opening hours.  As they feed “their” animals, the keepers talk about their charges, 

sharing fascinating facts about habits and habitats; visitors are welcome to ask questions. Much 

of this unique, first-hand insight goes far beyond anything that can be found in books on animals. 

These very popular feeding shows with running commentaries are all part of Hagenbeck Zoo’s 

long tradition of commitment to education as well as entertainment. Visitors not only have ample 

opportunities for direct encounters with the animals, they also receive a wealth of biological 

information.  

Around 60 zookeepers look after the animals in the park all year round. The grounds are divided 

into several zones. Each of these areas is managed by a head keeper. Chief zookeeper Walter 

Wolters is responsible for staff planning and coordinates all the work that has to be done. 

Together with zoo veterinarians, Dr Michael Flügger and Dr Adriane Prahl, he monitors the health 

of all the zoo’s animals.  

Behind the scenes: the zoo’s staff 

The zookeepers, feeding experts, gardeners, porters, tradesmen, administrators, cashiers and 

catering staff work every day to ensure everything runs like clockwork, and without their untiring 

work, things at the zoo would grind to a halt. The company employs up to 300 people during the 

summer, which is peak season for the zoo. During busy periods, staff have their hands full to 

make sure that both animals and visitors can enjoy a good time.  

Food and drink at Hagenbeck Zoo 

As many as 80 staff are employed by Gastronomie Carl Hagenbeck GmbH to serve visitors with 

refreshments and snacks inside the zoo. On 365 days a year, numerous kiosks, cafes and 

restaurants serve hungry and thirsty guests. An elegant restaurant inside the zoo is open all year 

round; during the winter season, from November to the beginning of March, the Winter Restaurant 



 

 

next to the playground welcomes visitors with a select menu. From March to October, chefs and 

serving staff move to the Flamingo Lodge; from its extensive terrace visitors enjoy a wonderful 

view of the Africa Panorama, which is the historic heart of the park. During the summer months a 

self-service restaurant is open close to the Gazellenkamp entrance. For food and drink on the go, 

there are up to nine snack bars and three ice cream stands in the zoo, depending on the season. 

The two zoo shops are also operated by Gastronomie Carl Hagenbeck GmbH. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

Tropen-Aquarium Hagenbeck - a superlative attraction 

The biggest gift for Hagenbecks centenary anniversary in May 2007 came from the zoo itself with 

the opening of the Tropen-Aquarium Hagenbeck, a superlative indoor attraction. Visitors are 

invited to experience the city’s first and only large-scale aquarium with more than 14,300 exotic 

animals from the regions around the equator. The complex is 8,000 square metres in size, making 

it Germany’s biggest aquarium for tropical habitats and one of the largest in northern Europe.  

A unique fusion of concept and building  

Tropen-Aquarium Hagenbeck is divided into three areas: the tropical and subtropical jungle with 

its inhabitants on land, in the water and the air; the world of cave dwelling animals; and the 

underwater world of the topical oceans.  

The fascinating 350-square meter, 40,000-litre Crocodile Lake is inhabited by four Nile crocodiles. 

Hamburg’s only waterfall creates an unmistakable jungle vibe. Hagenbeck’s signature open and 

fully accessible enclosure design gives visitors the impression of being on an expedition through 

the animals’ natural wild habitat. Visitors move through a setting that shows nature taking back 

habitats claimed by humans. This illusion is underscored by the many (harmless) animals that 

freely roam the tropical aquarium. In the Cave World visitors learn about a range of nocturnal 

creatures. The colourful Underwater World is instantly captivating. The deepest point of the 

tropical seas is the great shark enclosure: visitors can see into the 30-metre pool through a six 

meter high and 14 metre wide concave window.  

An experience for the senses  

Hagenbeck aims to give visitors of all ages an unforgettable and lasting insight into a wide range 

of habitats, which is why the aquarium includes a number of interactive terminals designed to 

appeal to all the senses.  

The tour starts on the Madagascan Village Square, where fun encounters with ring-tailed lemurs 

await. These charming mammals are free to roam the walk-through exhibit where there are no 

barriers between them and the visitors, and as the lemurs romp and swing from platform to 

platform, they will occasionally perch on visitors’ shoulders for a brief break.  

At the Research Station visitors are invited to feel the skins of different species of snakes, to 

examine teeth, eggs, spines and rattlesnake rattles. Hands-on listening and smelling displays 

transport visitors to the world of the tropics. Interesting facts about social groups and 

interrelations are provided on an interactive wall display. Screens and electronic terminals 

provide insight into the original habitats and behaviour of the tropical fish on display in the 

aquarium.  



 

 

Food and drink at the Tropen-Aquarium Hagenbeck 

Food and refreshments are served 365 days a year at the self-service restaurant Makalali Lodge 

inside the Tropical-Aquarium. The African-tropical setting with lush greenery and birds swooping 

from branch to branch is the perfect spot for an exotic break.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

A force for global conservation  

For most zoos the driving mission and major challenge in the 21st century is to create an ark: all 

around the world, zoos are working together to protect biodiversity, the environment and nature. 

Zoos offer a secure habitat for animals that are endangered in the wild and also help to conserve 

their natural habitats. Both Tierpark Hagenbeck and Tropen-Aquarium Hagenbeck help to protect 

endangered species, and the park also provides important niches for indigenous plants and 

animals. With all of these efforts, Hagenbeck is making a crucial contribution towards achieving 

the targets of the World Zoo Conservation Strategy: to protect the natural diversity of the world’s 

flora and fauna.  

At present, there are 34 species of animals in the Tierpark and Tropen-Aquarium Hagenbeck that 

are listed as being under such severe threat of extinction that experts internationally monitor and 

coordinate their numbers in zoos, for instance as part of the European Endangered Species 

Programms (EEP) or International Studbooks (ISB). 

Hagenbeck’s zoological success is partly a result of the zoo’s numerous exceptional 

achievements in breeding: many animals otherwise threatened with extinction reproduce here, 

including onagers, Sumatran orang-utans, Siberian tigers and North Chinese leopards. 

The zoo’s Asian elephants deserve a special mention: since the 1990s Hagenbeck has been one 

of the most important breeding centres for this species and elephant calves are regularly born 

here. The births occur within the herd, just as they would in the wild.  

In January 2011, the first two Kamchatka bear cubs to be born outside Russia were welcomed at 

Hagenbeck. The zoo is one of only four in Germany that keeps the extremely rare South American 

giant otter. In 1990, the zoo welcomed the first giant otter bred outside of Latin America, which 

was a major breakthrough and success for Hagenbeck’s zoo. To date, only one other zoo in 

Germany has managed to breed this lively water animal.  

The establishment of a breeding group of walruses in 2013 was a dream came true for the team at 

Hagenbeck.  The zoo in Hamburg has the only breeding walruses in captivity in Germany. The first 

walrus pup, a male named Thor, was born in June 2014, followed in summer 2015 by a female 

named Loki, who died two years later due to a congenital deformity. The group currently consists 

of one bull, three cows and young Thor.  

The tropical aquarium – a deep commitment to conservation  

All around the world, many animals are endangered due to the destruction of their habitats. 

Numerous species survive only in captivity. Monitoring and data collection are also important for 

endangered species for which there is no special breeding programme. For Europe, this is done 



 

 

through the European Studbook (ESB) or, on a global level, the International Studbook (ISB).  

As part of the ESB, Tropen-Aquarium Hagenbeck plays a crucial role in breeding ring-tailed lemurs. 

Scientists and staff at large aquariums around the world are working together on the SECORE 

project (SExual COral REproduction) to determine the precise conditions corals need to live and 

reproduce. The results of the research carried out at Hagenbeck’s aquarium help to combat global 

reef death. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

The Stiftung Hagenbeck Foundation 

The Stiftung Hagenbeck foundation was established in 1998 under the patronage of Dr Henning 

Voscherau, the former mayor of the City of Hamburg who died in 2016. The main activities of the 

foundation Stiftung Hagenbeck focus on supporting the operation and expansion of Hagenbeck 

Zoo. Unlike all other major zoos in Europe, Hagenbeck does not receive grants from the 

government to cover operating expenses, which currently exceed 41,000 euros daily for the zoo 

and tropical aquarium. These costs must be paid for by ticket revenues. Happily, Hagenbeck is 

currently the only zoological garden in Germany that manages to cover its own running costs. 

However, with such a tight budget, there is no margin to set aside reserves for investment in new 

enclosures and animal houses. This is where Stiftung Hagenbeck helps, thanks to the generosity 

of many benefactors and donors as well as legacy gifts. In addition, the foundation carries out 

numerous projects to support wildlife and species conservation around the globe. 

Inspiring young minds  

For the successful education programme offered at Tropen-Aquarium, Stiftung Hagenbeck works 

with two high-carat partners in the field of nature conservation and environmental protection. 

Allianz Umweltstiftung (Alliance for the Environment) promotes dialogue on matters relating to 

environmental protection under the banner “Active for People and the Environment”. The World 

Wildlife Fund (WWF) runs global projects to protect natural habitats. 

Hagenbeck – Das Magazin für Tier- und Artenschutz 

The magazine for wildlife and species protection 

Hagenbeck – Das Magazin für Tier- und Artenschutz presents inspiring facts and information, 

animal adventures and exciting glimpses behind the scenes. One of the main focuses is on 

publicising the work of the foundation at the zoo, in the aquarium and around the world. The 

magazine is published quarterly and is available to purchase at the zoo, the aquarium and by 

subscription.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

Verein der Freunde des Tierparks Hagenbeck e.V. -  

The power of donations and volunteers  

In 1998, Hagenbeck and animal lovers founded a non-profit organisation with the aim of 

supporting and maintaining “Europe’s most beautiful park”. Since then, the Freunde des 

Tierparks Hagenbeck (Friends of Hagenbeck Zoo organization) has raised money from donations 

and membership fees which is used to fund investments and projects that are important for the 

zoo, for renovations and the construction of new buildings at Hagenbeck. 

Members of the society also work as volunteers in the zoo and the tropical aquarium, performing 

duties such as handling out fruit and vegetables for visitors to feed to the animals, organising 

handcart rentals or supervising the feeding shows for the giraffes and the ring-tailed lemurs in the 

tropical aquarium. The volunteers from the society play a crucial role in the day-to-day running of 

the zoo, and their help is essential in many areas. The Friends of Hagenbeck were honoured in 

2002 with the Hamburger Bürgerpreis (Hamburg Citizenship Award) in recognition of their 

outstanding commitment and voluntary work. 

Projects 

The first project the society provided funding for was the new free-flight aviary for large parrots 

and other South American birds in 2000. Since the aviary opened, biologists from Hamburg 

University have been able to observe the behaviour of a large group of green-winged macaws 

under almost natural conditions.  

In the years since the organisation was founded it has become a valuable pillar in the growth and 

development of the zoo. Projects it has been involved with include the following:  

• Elephant enclosure (trench, bull enclosure, bathing pool, open hall)  

• Renovation of the lion house 

• Indoor enclosure for giant otters  

• Enlarging the baboon house 

• Building a fox-proof perimeter fence 

• Climbing nets for orang-utans 

• 800,000 euros towards a new kangaroo house  

• One million euros towards the Eismeer  

• Half a million euros towards restoration of the historical entrance 



 

 

 



 

 

Lindner Park-Hotel Hagenbeck - the first zoo-themed hotel in the world 

Lindner Park-Hotel Hagenbeck, the first zoo-themed hotel in the world, is a stone’s throw from the 

zoo. The four-star hotel, which features a 19th century colonial décor, whisks guests back in time 

to the age of Carl Hagenbeck and invites them on a journey around the world. The trip starts in the 

lift, which features doors decorated with historic photos of Hamburg’s port. Inside, the wooden 

panelling and portholes are designed to look like a ship’s cabin. On the first and second floors, 

guests step into the wild African savannah, including typical smells and sounds. The Asian jungle 

flourishes on the third and fourth floors. The exotic themes continue along the corridors and 

determine the décor of the bedrooms and bathrooms. On the fifth floor, guests are invited to 

travel far north to the Artic. As well as beautifully furnished suites, this floor houses the hotel’s 

magnificent spa with saunas designed to look like Arctic fishermen’s huts, clad with red and blue 

driftwood-style boards, and a floor covered with river pebbles.  

The beautiful antiques used throughout the four-star hotel add to its unique charm. Handmade 

items and artefacts from Asia and Africa add authenticity; replicas of old posters, 

contemporaneous photos and newspaper clippings in the lobby, the restaurant and the lift 

vestibules narrate anecdotes from the 170-year history of the Hagenbeck family. The theme of a 

round-the-world trip continues in the kitchen where the chefs create mouth-watering culinary 

delights using exotic spices from all across the globe.  

 

Contact 

Lindner Park-Hotel Hagenbeck 

Hagenbeckstraße 150 • 22527 Hamburg • Germany 

Phone 0049 40 800 808 100  

Email: info.hagenbeck@lindner • www.lindner.de 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

Hagenbeck is committed to learning  

As a private family-owned company, Hagenbeck is just as committed to providing educational 

opportunities as state-run zoos, but with the difference that Hagenbeck receives no public 

funding for the zoo’s learning projects. Hagenbeck has an attractive range of education 

programmes based on the latest educational findings. A key focus is on Edutainment, in other 

words sharing information and facts in an entertaining and engaging way that delivers results. 

This approach includes the use of informative enclosure signs, interactive displays, fun elements 

for children and adults, and feeding shows with commentaries.  

The zoo school on the grounds, which was set up by the Landesinstitut für Lehrerbildung (State 

Institute for Teacher Training and School Development) in Hamburg, has worked with Hagenbeck 

since 1985 to a provide lessons for schools and private groups. This cooperation, which was 

Hamburg’s first public-private partnership in the area of education, has set a benchmark in 

bringing together public and private educational interests in Hamburg. 

Learning about the environment – in Hagenbeck’s open-air classroom  

The teachers at the zoo school explain biology facts in a fun, hands-on way and in an inspiring 

setting. Children are able to touch and experience nature, which literally makes it easier to grasp. 

The school also offers a wide range of guided tours through the zoo and the tropical aquarium. 

One of the basic principles is learning with all the senses, and children and adults are given the 

opportunity to “grasp” plants and animals by touching, smelling, seeing and hearing them. This is 

an important first step towards understanding other species and respecting nature.  

Young explorers  

At Hagenbeck Zoo, young explorers can venture off on expeditions of their own. On the Tiger Trail 

and the elephant path, young animal lovers learn about the exciting lives of these species. 

Colossal, lifelike dinosaur sculptures surrounded by live giant tortoises show what the world was 

like long before humans were around.  

At the tropical aquarium interactive exhibits and a research station with snake skin and teeth 

spark curiosity and provide answers. As well as activities for families, the zoo also offers a range 

of activities for school classes or for birthday parties. The zoo teachers have devised trails and 

tours on a number of different topics in several languages for a range of different age groups. All 

of these programmes are organised by the zoo school.  

 

 



 

 

Research and education  

Research into species protection and animal breeding, supervision of university dissertations and 

theses, and internships for students are all part of Hagenbeck’s commitment to education. The 

zoo also has a strong focus on species conservation and breeding programmes. In compliance 

with the Washington Agreement on the Protection of Wild Species, Hagenbeck has a long-

standing policy of not taking animals from the wild. Young animals are bred in cooperation with 

other zoos. Breeding and ensuring the survival of endangered species is also a priority. 

Increasingly, within the context of global conservation zoos play a crucial role as arks, and this is 

a mission that Hagenbeck is whole-heartedly committed to.  

 

For information about tours and programmes, contact: 

Zooschule Hagenbeck 

Lokstedter Grenzstraße 2 • 22527 Hamburg • Germany 

Phone: 0049 40 540 53 23 • Telefax 0049 40 54 27 88 

Email: zooschule.hagenbeck@li-hamburg.de • www.li-hamburg.de/zooschule 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

The history of Hagenbeck 

The early beginnings  

The foundation for the successful history of the Hagenbeck family was laid as early as 1848 by the 

fishmonger and wholesaler Gottfried Claes Carl Hagenbeck when he exhibited six seals that 

fishermen had given him as by-catch. People thronged to see these animals – and paid for the 

pleasure. Encouraged by this surprise success, Hagenbeck took his animal show to other 

locations and added exotic animal trading as a sideline to his fish business. 

The founder Carl Hagenbeck and his vision  

At the age of 21, Carl Hagenbeck (born 14 June 1844, died 14 April 1913) took over his father’s 

business and turned it into the biggest exotic animal trading company in the world. In 1874, he 

opened Hagenbeck’s Thierpark at Am Neuen Pferdemarkt 13 in the city.  

This enterprise was a great success, but Carl Hagenbeck had an even greater vision, a project that 

nobody had dared to dream before: in 1907, he opened the world’s first zoological garden without 

barriers. Around the end of the 19th century, Carl Hagenbeck had started thinking about a zoo 

where the animals were not kept in cages, but displayed in open enclosures. In his “zoo of the 

future”, the audience were separated from the exotic animals only by invisible ditches and moats. 

Hagenbeck designed the enclosures to mimic the natural habitats of the animals, and he even 

took out a patent on this idea as early as 1896, demonstrating his complete confidence in its 

future success. Eleven years later, the revolutionary open-air enclosures and panoramas were 

opened to the public. Visitors were rendered speechless by a concept ridiculed by experts at the 

time. The success of his zoo showed that Carl Hagenbeck’s vision had been right. Zoos around the 

world started embracing his concept, and open-air enclosures and panoramas rapidly became the 

norm. 

Animal trading and the circus  

Animal trading was a flourishing business in the 19th century, and Hagenbeck equipped 

expeditions to capture specimens all around the world and maintained numerous outposts in 

remote areas. As a result of his close work with animals, Hagenbeck developed the method of 

tame training where the animals were rewarded for the right behaviour. Thanks to his many years 

of experience with animals, Hagenbeck was able to gauge the exact distance that lions, tigers and 

other exotic species were able to jump. These data were used to build enclosures with moats and 

ditches; to this day, no animal has managed to jump over these invisible barriers.  

The founder was also a pioneer when it came to training wild animals to perform. Why invest time 

in training the animals only to sell them to others? On 4 April 1887, he opened his first circus on 



 

 

Heiligengeistfeld, a large open site in Hamburg: Carl Hagenbecks Internationaler Circus und 

Singhalesen-Karawane (Carl Hagenbeck’s International Circus and Sinhalese Caravan). 

The ethnological expositions  

In Europe in the last third of the 19th century there was a great interest in the lives of people from 

what were considered exotic cultures. There were very few authentic photographic images and 

practically no film footage. Traveling to far-away places was an expensive undertaking that was 

both uncomfortable and very time-consuming. The closest most people would get to these exotic 

places and cultures was in their imaginations. For many Europeans, the ethnological expositions 

were their first encounter with exotic cultures and a way to comprehend the lives of these people 

from distant places. In many cases, though, the exhibits only served to illustrate und reinforce 

clichés.  

In the 1874/1875 season, Carl Hagenbeck presented a Sami family; they had accompanied their 

reindeer on the journey down from Lapland to Hamburg. Encouraged by the enthusiastic 

reception, in the following years Hagenbeck brought Nubians, Inuit, Maasai, Singhalese and 

members of many other ethnic groups to Hamburg. They were employed by Hagenbeck as 

performers; they had contracts and received fees, much like artistes and performers in circuses or 

variety theatres do today. The fascination with the exotic continues to the present, as is revealed 

by the success of folkloric musicals or the popularity of Bollywood films. 

Carl Hagenbeck did not invent ethnological expositions and he was not the only entrepreneur to 

put on shows like these. Countless ethnological expositions of varying styles and qualities toured 

around the cities of Europe in the last third of the 19th century and the early 20th century. In 

Hamburg, ethnological expositions were presented by a broad range of organisers, and they took 

place at the Christmas fair and the Panoptikum, in beer halls and dance halls across the 

entertainment district St Pauli. Carl Hagenbeck’s first shows were held at the company’s premises 

on Neuer Pferdemarkt. 

From 1907, Hagenbeck added a new angle by staging the expositions on the grounds of the zoo. 

These exhibits were designed as an immersive experience for visitors. The “everyday life” of the 

ethnic group was replicated in a “village” complete with typical artefacts. For visitors, it was the 

perfect illusion of actually visiting an exotic destination and seeing the people there.  

The 1913 ethnological exposition from Burma was the first for which stone buildings were erected. 

The existing terrace at lake of Birma was extended by the addition of statues of Burmese gods, 

goddesses and mythological creatures, as well as a wooden temple. Today, the remains of the 

statues around the patio of Birma are the only traces that remain of the ethnological expositions  



 

 

at Hagenbeck’s zoo. After the First World War, interest in the ethnological expositions waned. 

Cinematography had been invented, and those wanting to see exotic peoples and countries would 

head for the cinema.  

The second generation 

Carl Hagenbeck’s sons, Heinrich and Lorenz, continued their father’s lifework after his death in 

1913. Heinrich Hagenbeck drew up plans for modern zoos, which were built between 1922 and 

1931 in Chicago, Detroit and Paris. Under his management, the zoo in the Stellingen district of 

Hamburg was significantly extended and redesigned in 1937. His brother Lorenz founded the new 

Circus Carl Hagenbeck in 1916, which toured every continent except for Australia and carried the 

Hagenbeck name around the world. 

Destruction 

During the Second World War, as the city was targeted by wide-scale bombing, the zoo in 

Stellingen was also hit; during attacks in 1943, roughly 70 per cent of the zoo was destroyed. The 

following generations of the Hagenbeck family carefully rebuilt the park, creating a zoo that was 

even bigger and more beautiful than its ruined predecessor.  

A zoo with a difference 

Most zoos can be compared to institutions like concert halls or museums: they are important and 

popular, but impossible to run as a profitable business. In this respect, Hagenbeck holds a 

singular position. The zoo in Hamburg is the only large, family-owned zoo in Europe, and it is the 

only zoological garden that does not require regular public subsidies from taxpayers. In over a 

century, Tierpark Hagenbeck has received a government grant on only three occasions: 10 million 

euros towards the construction of the tropical aquarium, 3.8 million euros for the new orang-utan 

house, and, most recently, a contribution towards the new Eismeer complex for animals from the 

polar regions. For this major project, which cost 21.5 million euros, the Hamburg Senate provided 

a subsidy towards construction costs of 7.5 million euros from the federal infrastructure fund Wir 

bauen Zukunft (Building for the future). The company funded the remaining 12.5 million euros with 

the generous assistance of the Stiftung Hagenbeck foundation.  

 

 

May 2019 


