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Migrating pink flamingos react as food is given to them at a lake in the United Arab Emirate of Dubai yesterday. — AFP photos (More pictures on page 20)

Stephen Hillenburg, the biology teacher turned cre-
ative genius behind the wildly successful
“SpongeBob SquarePants” children’s animation

series has died, Nickelodeon announced Tuesday.  He
was 57. Hillenburg passed away on Monday from ALS,
also known as Lou Gehrig’s disease, associates said. He
created the hit Nickelodeon series, launched in 1999,
which recounted the adventures of a yellow sponge and
his friends in the make-believe city of Bikini Bottom in
the depths of the Pacific Ocean. Instantly appealing to
young children, their families and college students, it
turned into a global licensing and merchandising phe-
nomenon, winning awards and being aired in more than
60 languages, including Azerbaijani.

“He was a beloved friend and longtime creative part-
ner to everyone at Nickelodeon, and our hearts go out to
his entire family,” the network said. “Steve imbued
SpongeBob SquarePants with a unique sense of humor
and innocence that has brought joy to generations of kids
and families everywhere.  “His utterly original characters

and the world of Bikini Bottom will
long stand as a reminder of the value
of optimism, friendship and the limit-
less power of imagination,” it added.
“The SpongeBob SquarePants
Movie” from 2004 went on to gross
more than $140 million worldwide
with voiceovers from Scarlett
Johansson and Alec Baldwin.

Bikini Bottom 
Hillenburg announced last year

that he had been diagnosed with
ALS, a progressive neurodegenerative disease. He was
nominated for nine primetime Emmys, the highest award
in American television.  Hillenburg was born on a US
Army post in Lawton, Oklahoma to a father in the mili-
tary, who went on to become a draftsman and designer
for aerospace companies, and a mother who taught visu-
ally impaired students. The family moved to California

and Hillenburg graduated from Humboldt State
University in 1984 with a degree in natural resource
planning and interpretation, with an emphasis on marine
resources.

He began his career as a marine biology teacher at
what is today known as the Ocean Institute in Dana Point,
California, offering courses to children from kindergarten
to high school, and their teachers. Even in those days, he
used his artistic talent and love of the ocean to write and
illustrate stories to help teach his students, creating col-
orful characters that would later become the denizens of
Bikini Bottom.

In 1987, he embarked on a degree in experimental
animation at the California Institute of Arts, earning a
master of fine arts in 1992, and winning an award at an
Ottawa international festival for an animated short,
“Wormholes.” From 1993 to 1996, he worked as a
director and writer on Nickelodeon’s “Rocko’s Modern
Life” before devoting himself to writing, producing and
directing what would turn into “SpongeBob
SquarePants.” He also wrote, produced and directed
the 2004 movie, and wrote and executive produced the
2015 sequel, “The SpongeBob Movie: Sponge Out of
Water.” Steve, as he was known to family and friends, is
survived by his wife Karen, son Clay, mother, brother, a
sister-in-law and two nieces. — AFP

‘Armageddon’ 
looms at deadlocked

world chess final

Three-time defending champion Magnus Carlsen
and US challenger Fabiano Caruana face a
nerve-wracking showdown in the World Chess

Championship in London, after 12 regular games
failed to break the deadlock. The two young masters
face off in the 3.00pm (1500 GMT) tie-break, which
consists of four rapid matches with 25 minutes for
each player with an increment of 10 seconds after
each move. In case of a tie, they will play up to five
mini-matches, each consisting of two blitz games
with five minutes for each player and a three-second
increment after each move.

If even those tie-breaks are drawn, then it all
comes down to one sudden-death “Armageddon”
match, with white receiving five minutes and black
four minutes. Black would win automatically in the
event of a draw. Norwegian Carlsen, 27, is looking to
win a fourth consecutive world title to cement his
status as one of the best players of all time.
Caruana, 26, is striving to bring the title back to the
US for the first time since the legendary Bobby
Fischer beat Russia’s Boris Spassky in 1972’s “match
of the century”, breaking 24 years of Soviet domi-
nance in the middle of the Cold War.

Carlsen and Caruana wrapped up their 12-match
series in anti-climatic fashion with a 12th successive
draw on Monday, the first time in the tournament’s
history that all games were tied. Carlsen will play as
white in the first game and excels at rapid chess,
making him favorite. He defended his title through
tiebreakers against the Russian Sergey Karjakin in
2016. “I think I have very good chances,” Carlsen
told reporters after Monday’s game.—AFP
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SquarePants creator, dies at 57

In this file photo taken on November 14, 2004 Director
Stephen Hillenburg and actress Scarlett Johansson attend
the film premiere of ‘The Spongebob Squarepants Movie’ at
the Grauman’s Chinese Theatre in Los Angeles, California.

World Chess Champion Magnus Carlsen and challenger
Fabiano Caruana have drawn all 12 games in their title
showdown. — AFPIn this file photo SpongeBob SquarePants floats above 6th Avenue during the 92nd Annual Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade in

New York. — AFP photos
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