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Arts in society

Why zoos
disappoint

John Berger

“About 1867, according to the Loadon
Zoo Guide, "a music hall artist called the
Great Vance sang a song called Walking
in the zoo iv the @K rthing to do, and
the word ‘zoo" came into everyday use.
London Zoo also brought the word "Jumbo®
into the English language. Jumbo was an
African elephant of mammoth size, who
lived at the zoo bectween 1865 and 1882,
Queen Victoria took an interest in him and
eventually he ended his days as the star of
the famous Barnum crcus which travelled
through America—his name living on o
describe things of glant proportions.”

The wrong questions have usually been
addressed to zoos. When they were founded
—the London Zoo in 1528, the Jardin des
Plantes in 1793, the Berlin Zoo in 1844,
they brought considerable prestige to the
national capitals. This prestige was not so
different fram that which had accrued 1o
the private rayal menageries. These mena-
geries, along with gold plate, architecture,
orchestras, players, furnishings, dwarfs,
acrohats, uniforms, horses, art and food,
had been demonstrations of an emperor's
or king's power and wealth, Likewise in the
19th century, public zoos were an endorse-
ment of modern colonial power. The cap:
turing of the animals was a symbolic repre-
sentation of the conguest of all distant
and exotic lands. “Explorers” proved their
patriotism by sending home a tiger or an
elephant. The gift of an exotic animal to
the metropolitan zoo became a token in
subservient diplomatic relations.

Yet, like every other 19th century public
institution, the zoo, however supportive of
the idealogy of imperialism, had 1o claim
an independent and civic function. The
claim was that it was another kind of
museum, whose purpose was to further
knowledge and public enlightenment. And
so the first questions asked of roos belonged
to natural history; it was then thought
possible to study the natural life of animals
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even in such unnatural conditions. A century
later, more sophisticated zoologists such as
Konrad Lorens asked behaviouristic and
ethological guestions, the claimed purposc
of which was 10 discover more about the
springs of human action through the study
of animals under experimental conditions

Meanwhile, millions visited the zoos each
year out of a curiosity which was both so
large, so vague and so personal that it is
hard 1o express in a single question, Today
in France 22 million people visit the 200
zoos cach year. A high preportion of the
visitors were and are children.

Children in the industrialised world are
surrounded by animal imagery: Loys, car-
toons, pictures, decorations of every sort
No other source of imagery can begin 1o
compete with that of animals. The appa-
rently spentancous interest that children
have in animals might lead one (o suppose
that this has always been the case. Certainly
some of the earliest toys (when toys were
unknown to the vast majority of the popu-
lationy were animal, Equally, children’s
games, all over the world, include real or
pretended animals. Yet it was not until
the 191h century that reproductions of ani-
mals became a regular part of the decor
of middle class childhoods—and then, in
this century, with the advent of vast dis-
play and selling systems like Disney’s—of
all childhoods.

In the preceding centuries, the propor-
tion of toys which were animal, was small,
And these did not pretend to realism, but
were symbolic. The difference was that
between a traditional hobby horse and a
rocking horse: the first was merely a stick
with a rudimentary head which children
rode like a broom handle: the second was
an claborate “reproduction™ of a horse,
painted realistically, with real reins of
leather, a real mane of hair, and a designed
movemen! to resemble that of a horse

galloping. The rocking horse was a 1%th
cenlury invention

This new demand for versmmilitude in
animal toys led 1w different methods of

manufacture, The first stuffed animals were
produced, and the most expensive were cove
ered with real animal skin—usually the skin
of still-born calves. The same period saw
the appearance of soft animals—bears,
tigers, rabhits—such as children take to bed
with them. Thus the manufacture of realis-
tic animal toys coincides, more or less, with
the establishment of public zoos

The family visit to the zoo is often a more
sentimental occasion than a visit to a fair or
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a football match. Adulis take children to the
zoo to show them the originals of their “ne
productions,” and also perhaps in the hop
of re-finding some of the innocence of tha
reproduced animal world which they
member from their own childhood.

The animals seldom live up to the aduld
memories, whilst 1o the children thy
appear, for the most part, unexpectedy
lethargic and dull. {As frequent as the cali
of animals in a zoo, are the cries of childm
demanding: Where is he? Why doesn’t ke
move? Is he dead?) And so one migh
summarise the felt, but not necessarly
expressed question of most visitors as: Wi
are these animals less than [ believed?

And this unprofessional, unexpressl
question is the one worth answering.

A zoo i a place where as many specs
and varietics of animal as possible are ab
lected in order that they can be s
observed, studied. In principle, each cage
a frame round the animal inside it. Visidon
visit the zo0 o look at animals, They po
ceed from cage 1o cage, not unlike visin
in an art gallery who stop in front of o
painting, and then move on o the nexta
the one after next. Yet in the zoo the vew

i5 always wrong. Like an image out o

focus. One s s0 accustomed to this the
one scarcely notices it any more; or, rathe,
the apology habitually anticipates e
disappointment, so that the latter is nat
fele. And the apology runs like this: what
do you expect? It's not a dead object you
have come to look at, it's alive. 11's leading
its own life. Why should this coincide with
its heing properly visible? Yet the reawe
ing of this apology is inadequate, The trulh
is more startling.

However you look at these animals, even
if the animal is up against the bars, les
than a foot from you, looking outwarl
in the public direction, you are looking o
something that has been rendered absolutdy
marginal; and all the concentration you ¢
muster will never be enough to centralis
it. Why is this?

Within limits, the animals are free, bal
both they themselves, and their spectator
presume on their close confinement. The
visihility through the glass, the spaces be
tween the bars, or the empty air above in
maoat, are not what they seem—if they wer,
then everything would be changed, Tha
visibility, space, air, have been reduced &
tokens.

The decor, accepting these elements B
tokens, sometimes reproduces them B
create pure illusion—as in the case of pais
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fted prairies or painted rock pools at the
back of the boxes for small animals. Some-
times it merely adds Turther tokens 1o sug-
gt something of the amimal's original
landscape—the dead branches of a tree
for monkeys, artificsal rocks for bears,
pebbles and shallow water for crocodiles
These added 1okens serve two distinet pur-
posex for the spectator they are like
theatre props: for the animal they consti-

Lanmeia Prew

ke the hare minimum of an environment
I which they can physically exist

The animals, solated from each other and
without interaction hetween species, have
become  witerly  dependemn upon  their
keepers. Consequently most of their re-
sponses have been changed. What was cen-
tral to their interest has keen replaced by a
pamave waiting for a series of arbitrary out-
8de mienventions. The events they perceive
occurring around  them  have become as
lsory in terms of their natural responses,
o the paimted prairies. At the same lime
this very isolation (usually)y guarantees their
bageviiy as specimens and facilitates thewr
laseomic arrangement

All this 5 what makes them marginal
The space which they inhabit s artificial
Hence their tendency 10 bundle towards
the edge of it (Bevond its edges there may
be real space.) In some cages the light is
equally artificial. In all cases the environ-
meat 5 illusory. MNothing surrounds them
eacept their own lethargs or hyperactivity.
They have nothing to act upon—excepl,
briefty, supplied food and—very occasion-
ally—s supplied mate. (Hence their per-
ennial actions become marginal actions
without an object. ) Lastly, their dependence
and Bolstion have so conditioned their re-
sponses that they treat any event which takes
place arcund them—usually it is in front
of them, where the public is—as marginal
(Hence their assumption of an otherwise
exclsvely  human  attitude—indifference.)

Zocw, realistic amimal toys and the wide-
‘spread commercial diffusion of animal
imagery, all began as animals started to be
| withdrasm from daily life. One could sup-
pose that such innovations were compen-
mtary, Yet in reality the innovations them-
sehvey belonged to the same remorseless
movement as was dispersing the animals.
The zoos, with their theatrical decor for
display, were in fact demonstrations of how
animals had been rendered absolutely mar-
gimal The realistic toys increased the
demand for the new animal puppet: the
wrban pet. The reproduction of animals in
Emages—as their biological reproduction in
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barth becomes a rarer and rarer sighi—was
competitively forced 1o make animals ever
maore exohic and remote

Everywhere amimals disappear. In zoos
they constitute the living monument to their
own disappearance. And in doing so, they
provoked their last metaphor. The Naked
Ape, The Human Zoo, are ttles of world
hestsellers. In these books the zoologist,
Desmond Morris, proposes that the un-
natural behaviour of animals in captivity
can help us to understand, accept and over-
come the stresses involved in living in con-
suMmer societics.

All sites of enforced marginalisation—
ghettos, shanty towns, prisons, madhouses,
concentration camps—have something n
common with zoos. But it is both oo easy
and too evasive to use the 200 as a symbaol,
The zoo is a demonstration of the relations
between man and animals: nothing else. The
marginalisation of ammals s twday being
followed by the marginalisation and dis-
posal of the only class who, throughout
history, has remained familiar with animals
and maintained the wisdom which accom-
panies that familiarity: the middle and small
peatant. The bhasis of this wisdom is an
acceptance of the dualism at the very ongin
of the relation between man and animal
The rejection of this dualism s probably
an important factor in opening the way 1o
maodern todalitarianism. But | do not wish to
go bevond the limits of that unprofessional,
unexpressed but fundamental question asked
of the o0

The oo cannot bul disappoint. The pubhic
purpose of roos 15 to offer visitors the
opporiumity of looking at animals. ¥Yet no-
where a4 Jo0 can a sIFaAnger encounler
the look of an animal. At the most, the

ammal's gare Nickers and passes on. They
look sideways. They look blindly bevond.
They scan mechanically. They have been
immunised to encounter, because nothing
<an any more ovcupy a ceniral place in ther
alfention

Therein lies the ultimate consequence
of their marginalization. That look between
animal and man, which may have plaved a
crucial role in the development of human
society, and with which, in any case, all men
had always lived until less than a century
ago, has been extinguished. Looking at each
amimal, the unaccompanied roo visitor is
alone, As for the crowds, they belong to a
species which has at last been isolated
This is the lagt of three articles by John Berger
wn animals. The other two appeared on 10 and
11 March.
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