
3.2  (Lauren Braun)  Here is a student who did a wonderful job distinguishing between 
her observations and thoughts throughout the response.  The addition of duration and 
distance along with sketches and photos makes a much richer depiction of what happened 
during her session.  Note the references to yoga poses in this report, an example of the 
kind of specialized knowledge we each bring to our fieldwork and that is likely to pop up 
in our reflections on what we observe.  It’s one of the things that can make our work 
different from anybody else’s. 
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Lauren Braun  
Fall 2012 
 
Observation Notes September 11, 2012 

 
Duration: 60 minutes, 11:50am - 12:50pm 
Location: RCAA at Lincoln Park Zoo 
 
1. Restate the assignment 
Select an individual gorilla and create a temporal map of his or her activities. Take data and write at 
regular, predefined intervals for a consistent amount of time. It’s okay to record data between intervals, 
but do not lose the “beat.” Be sensitive to duration, timing, sequence, reoccurrence, and cyclicality. 
 
I chose to watch for two minutes and then write for two minutes, in part because I didn’t trust myself to 
remember much more than two minutes worth of activity and also because it seemed like a manageable 
duration that would require minimal fiddling with my phone to reset after each interval. 
 
2. Set the stage 
Like the previous week, inside the RCAA it was reasonably quiet and the crowd was small. There were 
fewer kids than had been there the last few Tuesdays. It was quieter by Amari and Azizi’s habitat 
because it’s further from the main door and the interactive “primate call” exhibit, which I find quite 
distracting. The air was getting cooler outside and you could feel fall approaching. 
 
Western lowland gorillas are native to tropical climates where temperature remains relatively constant 
throughout the year. How do LPZ’s gorillas perceive the marked seasonal changes of the midwest? As 
humans we use the seasons to track the progress of the year, do captive gorillas in continental climates 
develop this capacity? Other animals are attuned to seasonal changes because their behavior — 
hibernation, molting, nest-building — demands it. But I’m not sure gorillas have ‘seasonal’ behavior. 
 
3. Observations and Analysis 
[11:50 - :52] Amare is lounging in a hammock that hangs about 
ten feet below the ceiling on the south side of the bachelor’s 
indoor habitat. He rests on his back with both of his hands 
loosely gripping a thick rope draped above the hammock. The 
look on his face and the position of his body is restful but alert. 
Every 30 seconds or so, he turns his head from one side to the 
other. To his right, he gazes out the window at the crowd; to his 
left, the sky above the outdoor habitat. 
 
[11:54 - :56] Amare swings down from the hammock, grasping 
ropes with his hands and feet until he lands on the ground. The 
movement looks graceful and fluid but also controlled. Moving 
from position to A to position B, he glances at Azizi for no more 
than a second. Amare quickly climbs up the chain-link fence 
against the wall, he lowers his backside onto a wide, flat rope 
using it as a sling or cradle. Holding onto the fence an arm and a 
leg, he twists to his left from his neck to look behind him.  



 
[12:00 - :02] Amare climbs down from the fence and goes over to 
the stump near the window. He flops down lazily in some hay, 
arranging himself perpendicular to the stump and he hooking his 
toes over the edge. After a bit, he raises his arm putting the 
crook of his elbow over his eyes the way humans do when 
they’re sunbathing. He grabs the sole of his right foot with his 
right hand — in yoga this pose is called ‘happy baby.’ 
 
The way that the hay is clumped up and strewn around this 
particular area near the stump leads me to think it’s a place that 
the gorillas hang out in often.  
 
[12:04 -:06] Amare momentarily goes outside and returns with 
handfuls of green grass. Back inside, he sits with his back to a 
rock and eats a few bites of the grass. He abruptly gets up, 
leaving the remaining grass behind. Amare picks up a small gray 
length of PVC pipe with some holes cut in it. He uses a short 
stick to probe the inside of the pipe and carries it around with him 
for two or three minutes. 
 
The pipe reminds me of a thought I had our first day — which is 
the sparsity of free-standing “objects” in the gorillas habitat. I’m 
guessing it’s because they are so strong that most things would 
get destroyed pretty quickly. It’s interesting how many industrial, 
manmade materials are present in the habitat, like chain-link 
fence, PVC pipe and heavy-gage rope, in addition to more 
natural and natural-looking materials.  
 
[12:08 -:10] Amare goes back to his position near the stump. His 
feet touch each other and he uses the toes on one foot to rub 
and stretch the toes on the other. This is something I do, too. He 
does ‘happy baby’ again, this time left hand to left foot. His arm 
is splayed out above his head and his mouth is slightly open, he 
looks perfectly comfortable. 
 
For adults ‘happy baby’ is a difficult pose and requires very 
flexible hips. Amare’s relaxation in this pose reminds me of just 
how differently gorillas are proportioned from humans. 
 
It’s clear that this area near the stump is a favorite resting place. 
In temporal terms, I wonder how often Amare visits it each day, 
how much time he spends there, and whether he prefers 
different spots at different times of day or different occasions. 
 
[12:12 - :14] Amare sits to the left of the log that bisects the 
window with his back to the glass. He slowly rummages through 
the mulch on the ground picking up pieces and breaking them 
with his teeth. It looks like an act of boredom. The kids in the 



crowd are being obnoxious, making “monkey noises” against the 
glass. Amare seems unperturbed. Either he can’t really hear 
them, he filters them out/ignores them, or the noise simply 
doesn’t bother him. 
 
[12:16 - :18] Amare moves closer to the log and sits there eating 
grass. I’m not sure whether it’s the grass he gathered before or 
whether he went outside to get more while I was writing.  He sits  
for about two minutes and then, holding the grass, climbs up to 
the hammock. The climb of about 20-25 vertical feet takes no 
more than 5 seconds — he is fast!   He squirms around in the 
hammock, taking one bite of grass, then dropping it. Grabbing 
the ropes above his head, he resumes the same position I 
sketched at the start of the observation.  
 
[12:20 - :22] Laying in the hammock, Amare gazes out at one 
side and then the other — 20 seconds to the left, pause, 20 
seconds to the right, pause, repeat. He does this for a minute 
and then swings down, hand over foot on the ropes. He drops on 
the log and stops for a moment, looking very closely at the top of 
the log. After a beat, he drops to the ground back in the same 
spot he was in 5 minutes ago.  
 
[12:24 - :26] Amare continues to sit. There something white in his 
hands and like before he rummages through the mulch, pulling 
apart pieces with his teeth. Occasionally he grabs a bit of lettuce 
and eats it. He also glances at Stephanie a few times. I think 
they have a connection.  
 
Amare’s mulch-chewing is like when humans, both kids and 
adults, “mouth” objects when they are bored or thinking. It’s 
seems that chewing on inedible stuff is a basic, primal urge.  
 
[12:28 - :30] Amare shifts back away from the glass, getting a 
little lower to the ground. He uses his chin to scratch his right 
forearm and then sits up to dig into it with his left hand. He eats 
or tastes whatever he pulls out — a scab? insects?  
 
[12:32 - :34] Lying flat on his back, Amare is in a diagonal ‘happy 
baby,’ right hand to left foot.  
 
[12:36 - :38] Amare and Azizi are resting close to each other, 
within 10 feet or so. They are not interacting but seem totally 
aware of and comfortable with each other’s presence. 
 
It’s the kind of distant closeness of a couple or two good friends. 
Now, having read “The Hidden Dimension,” I realize that this is 
probably because gorillas are a social, but non-contact species. 
 



[12:40 - :42] Amare is relaxing on his side very close to the 
window. It’s hard to tell if his eyes are opened or closed until he 
rolls over onto his back. His limbs are splayed out, left ankle over 
right knee. He scratches his toes with his hand.  
 
The segments of his fingers above his first knuckle are very long 
and make a right angle with the hand, this must be because they 
are knuckle-walkers 
 
.[12:44 - :46] He is still splayed out on the ground. His fingers 
and toes are gently curled, like humans when they are relaxed. 
He is not sleeping and is attuned to Azizi’s movement, Amare 
turns his head to look when he hears Azizi shuffle. 
 
I study Amare’s right foot which is up against the glass. The pads 
of his feet and toes are thickly calloused and overall look more 
like hands — with an opposable thumb and long digits. 
 
[12:48 - :50] Amare isn’t doing anything. I’ve lost my interest at 
this point. The kids are annoying me and I’m ready to leave. 
 
Overall, I noticed that even though my observation was limited to just an hour, 
Amare repeated the same behaviors and sequences of activities a number of times. He got in and out of 
the hammock twice, ate grass twice, chewed mulch twice, did ‘happy baby’ three or four times. In 
addition, each of these activities lasted for a similar amount of time in each instance. What I’d like to 
understand is if what I saw from 11:50am - 12:50pm was a “window” onto a day full of repetitive activity 
that looks similar at any given time, or if I had observed in the early morning, evening or at night the 
general type, pacing and sequence of activities would look very different. 
 
4. Reflections 
The time constraint was helpful this time, it kept me focused on trying to take shorter, less descriptive 
notes. I was surprised at how much I could recall when I went to do the write-up.  
 
What I find challenging in general is to avoid personifying and anthropomorphizing the gorillas. I want to 
ascribe human feelings, thoughts, and motivations to them, which is easy to do because they are so 
person-like at times. But then they do something I find disgusting or incomprehensible and it reminds me 
that they’re still animals despite the fact that we share 95% of the same DNA (and that I also share 50% 
of my DNA with a banana). 
 
Next time, I’d like to try a longer interval of time in order to stretch my memory a bit. Also, it’s helpful to go 
in with a focus (time, body parts, eating, etc.) and it makes curious about if or when it’s appropriate to use 
this kind of observation to test a hypothesis. 


















