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Oh Man, Those Bears!
A New Enclosure in the Animal Park Bern for 
the National Present by Russia to Switzerland 

Cornelia Mainini, Peter Schlup and Dr. Doris Slezak
Educational Department of the Animal Park Bern, Switzerland

Introduction
During a state visit to Switzerland in September 2009 by the Russian president Vladimir Medvedev, his 
wife Svetlana Medvedev brought two Siberian brown bears as an official present, weighting each about 22 
pounds: Misha und Masha. Since these brown bears are amongst the largest subspecies of brown bears, the 
old enclosure in the Animal Park Bern originally housing Scandinavian brown bears had to be rebuilt. In May 
2012, with much fanfare the new enclosure “BärenWald von Bern” (The Bear-Forest of Bern) was opened to 
the public.

The challenge for the Educational Department was twofold: First, information had to be attractive, modern 
and intriguing to delight visitors and inspire them to become involved. Secondly, within the exhibition the 
Animal Park Bern wanted to honor the official gift to Switzerland. It has been more than one hundred years 
since Russia gifted officially some of their treasured bears to another nation and we can anticipate regular 
visits from Russian diplomats to the Animal Park Bern.
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Bears in Russia
Bears play an important role in Russia. They represent 
strength and power but are further a spiritual link to 
the gods; hence people from this region worshiped 
bears for a long time. Already early on, children know 
the bear as a good-natured being. In Russian folklore, 
St. Nicholas or Santa Claus is not accompanied by a 
reindeer or a donkey, but by a bear. In many fairy tales 
the bear is a central figure, and children grow up with 
the bear being part of their childhood.

Results and Discussion
Russian Bears in Bern
As bears play such a significant role in Russia, a 
concern while planning the exhibition was the suitable 
appreciation of the Russian present – the two bears 
Misha and Masha – to Switzerland. 

The enclosure is situated in the urban forest Dählhölzli, 
where a generous part was fenced in. To keep it near-
natural, we left a large number of trees representing 
the huge Ussurian forest in a populated city as near 
as possible. Elements attractive for bears enriched 
the environment further: caves for the bears to hide 
in, climbing facilities, ponds and a little brook.

The so-called Bärenhaus (House of Bears) 
complementing the enclosure is a special piece 
of architecture, and won the “Prix Lignum 2012”, a 
prize for special buildings made of wood. To honor 
the Russian gift, traditional Swiss craftsmanship 
was combined with natural materials to result in 
a wonderful and fascinating building containing 
traditional elements of Russian houses (Information 
http://www.prixlignum.ch). 

Educational Exhibition with Misha und Masha
The educational concept of the exhibition follows 
the theme “Man meets Bear”. The German title 
“Mensch Bär!” is meant in two different ways. The 
first meaning is about the similarities and differences 
between man and bear and further the mythological 
significance of bears. The second understanding 
of the title points out that bears and their abilities 
repeatedly impress men and make them exclaim in 
astonishment or excitement. The exhibition intends 
to stress the two aspects: compare man and bear 
and learn about the astounding abilities of bears.

Bears are very curious. The exhibition animates the 
visitors to follow - like bears - their own curiosity 
and to discover many exciting and surprising details 
about bears in general, the Ussurian bears, in 
particular, and their environment.

The visitor enters the building through a labyrinth-
like corridor designed after the bone structure 
in the interior of a bear’s nose. In four niches 
various aspects of bears are exhibited by different 
techniques:

1. A futuristic hologram displays the three 
sensory systems: smelling, seeing and hearing. The 
comparison between the sensory systems of bear 
and man is intriguing.

2. In the second niche, illustrations by the 
cartoonist Carlo Schneider show some popular 
misapprehensions about bears. The plates can 
be lifted and underlying photographs explain and 
correct these misapprehensions.

3. In two turning columns, different aspects 
during the development and the seasonal cycles in 
the life of bears and men are compared.

4. Children can slip into an enchanting cave, 
which imitates the winter cave of a bear. There, 
they can listen to the fairy tale “Three Bears” by Leo 
Tolstoi in Russian or German (Photograph 2). 

The core of the building is the Russian dome, where 
films and slide shows introduce the visitors to the 
home and origin of Misha and Masha; the first film 
pictures the landscape in the far east of Russia close 
to the Chinese border, called Primorje. The second 
film shows the breeding station located in Primorje 
where orphaned bears are raised to be reintroduced 
to the wild. Three slide shows in digital frames tell 
the history of Misha and Masha and display why 
young bears in that area are often orphaned. 



Bears Nearby
Visitors directly encounter the live bears in 
the large hall of the building where one can 
observe the bears up close through big 
glass panels. A gap in the glass panels also 
enables smelling and hearing the bears 
(Photograph 3). We abstained from any 
educational activity or exhibition in this hall 
to make the experience of the encounter 
pure without any distraction. The huge 
glass panels border the big water pool of 
the enclosure. Especially in summer it is 
likely to observe a bear swimming in the 
pool right up to ones nose (Photograph 4).

Bears Tracks 
Leaving the “Bärenhaus” one can 
follow tracks, which bears leave in the 
wilderness. Along a trail leading from the 
house to the forest arena 
visitors can discover various 
traces pointing to the presence 
of bears: One can find a day 
bed, leftover prey, turned over 
stones, scratch marks and 
more.

Simple plates with photographs 
point to the traces without any 
explanation texts. Visitors are 
encouraged to find the traces 
and make their own thoughts 
about them. Questions can 
also be addressed to the 
caregivers and rangers.

Arriving at the forest arena the 
visitors can enjoy the bears 
once more real close through 
two glass panels. Here they 
can almost forget where they 
are but envisioning themselves 
in the deep forest of Primorje.
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