
Here is a sample of nine students’ responses to Exercise 8. 



Exercise 8 – Object Mapping 1 
 
Observe and record the use of a particular inanimate object by the group you are 
studying.  This can be a fixed feature of the environment or any other inanimate object. 
 
Look at how the object is incorporated into the group’s activities (or not.)  How often is it 
used and for how long?  In what ways?  By whom?  How does it affect or constrain 
animals’ behaviors?  What behaviors does it elicit or prevent?  In your view, what 
functions does this object fulfill?  (Make a list.  Be specific, but think big picture, too.  Be 
vertically integrating in how you thinking about function, from the lowest, most 
pragmatic level up to the highest, most symbolic one.)  Does your observation of this 
object give you any insight into the priorities and relationships of any individuals in the 
group?   
 
Think of this assignment as “a day in the life of {this object}” where your constant focus 
is the object, regardless of who comes in and out of the picture around it. 
 



8.0 (Lauren Brauen) This is just beautiful, detailed work with a beautiful analysis based 
on it. It’s super clean and systematic, with a great deal of thought going into the selection 
of the materials presented. The conclusions are rock-solid, as is the pleasure that came 
from doing an assignment where “a stick is a stick.” 
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1. Restate the assignment
Day in the Life of an Object: Observe and record the use of particular inanimate object by the troop of 
gorillas for which you will design your final project. It can be a fixed feature to the environment or 
anything they're interacting with. Look at how object is incorporated into group activities or not. How 
often is it used and for how long? In what ways and by whom? How does it affect or constrain the 
animals behavior? What behaviors does it elicit or prevent? Make a list of the functions that the object 
fulfills, be specific but think big. Think about the vertical integration of the object — does it have 
meaning beyond it’s immediate functions and affordances? Does observation of the object give insight 
into the priorities and relationships in group?

2. Set the stage
It’s rainy and cold outside, which is keeping people away from the zoo. There aren’t many visitors and 
the RCAA is pretty quiet. Given the weather, all of the gorillas are in in the inside habitat. The ground 
looks different today — there is more “stuff” that usual. Lots of wood shavings are strewn around as 
well as a number of small, thin sticks. It is these sticks that I choose to observe.

FULL DISCLOSURE: After my observation I asked the keeper about the sticks. She told me that 
zookeepers refer to them as “boughs” and that they give them to many animals — gorillas, chimps, 
giraffes —  as enrichment food items. They are basically slender, young branches from hardwood trees. 
Apparently, many animals eat just the leaves but others (like the gorillas) will also eat the wood.

3a. Observations

The boughs (I will use this term going forward) are 
scattered around the ground of the indoor habitat. 
Most have been stripped of their bark — or possibly 
had none to begin with — and are blond-colored. They 
are easy to see because they stand out against the dark 
woodchip ground cover. Scanning the habitat, there are 
perhaps 20-25 boughs visible. They range from one-
quarter to one inch in diameter. Most are broader on 
end and taper off at the other. They are all pretty 
straight, but some are Y-shaped or have smaller 
branches coming off them. The longest one appears to 
be about three feet.

I notice that there is a cluster of boughs near the far 
door to the outdoor habitat. This could be because it’s 
a place where the gorillas prefer to spend time or 
possibly because they are being brought in from the 
outdoor habitat.
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Boughs scattered around the habitat.



This makes me question where the boughs are coming 
from?

The trees in the indoor habitat have no small branches 
or leaves. In fact, it’s hard to tell if they are even alive. 
However, I would guess that they are because dead 
trees become brittle and could not support hundreds of 
pounds of gorilla every day. I take a look outside, the 
trees there are the same there. The only trees with thin, 
leafy branches are the ones planted around the 
perimeter near the fence.

From this, I deduce that the boughs must be from the 
keepers. There is simply no natural feature of the 
habitat where the gorillas could get them from, at least 
not in the quantity that is present in the habitat.

[1:43] Bana is sitting on the ground with her back to the 
wall in the back right part of the habitat. She is holding 
the baby in her lap, with one hand on it. In her other 
hand she’s holding a bough which she is chewing on. 
It’s pretty pale and looks like most of the bark has been 
stripped off. After about five minutes, she drops it to 
the ground and leaves it there.

[1:45] Bahati is laying on the platform in the top 
rightmost corner of the habitat. She is holding a longish 
bough with both hands. She breaks it in two, then 
chews the thicker part and holds the thinner part. She 
pulls off strips of wood from the outer layer with her 
front teeth, then transfers them to the back of her 
mouth to chew with her molars. She chews 20-30 
times after each “bite.” She doesn’t set the bough down 
between bites, she continues to hold it close to her 
mouth as she chews. She repeats this for ten minutes 
then drops the bough to the ground below her.

[1:55] Susie picks up a darker bough from the ground 
and takes it with her to the platform in the top leftmost 
corner of the habitat. She holds it, strips bark and 
chews it up in a similar way to both Bana and Bahati. 

[2:05] Bahati and Bana have both picked up new 
boughs and are chewing them.

[2:07] Kowali is sitting next to Bana against the back 
wall. They are about 5 feet apart. Kowali nudges a long 
bough nearby with her foot, using her toes to “lever” it 
up towards her face and hands. Once it’s close enough 
she grabs it with her left hand and just holds onto it like 
a staff.
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The “trees” inside the habitat are bare.



[2:07] Rollie is sitting in the back right corner facing the 
glass with her left hand on the grate. She looks like 
she’s waiting for the cognitive testing to begin. She 
picks up a particularly long bough — 2.5 feet long and 
1.5 inches thick with a very small fork at the end of it.

She holds the bough upright in her left foot between 
her first and second toes. She directs it with her foot 
towards her mouth and when it gets close she grabs it 
with her right hand. She pulls off the shorter end of the 
fork with her front teeth. She lets the bough go and it 
falls against the grate but its still uprights because it’s 
between her toes. For a minute, she holds the small 
piece between her front teeth so it sticks out of her 
mouth. Then she pulls it back towards her molars. She 
chews it for one minute and then swallows it.

[2:15] Rollie picks up a second bough. She’s transferred 
the first bough from her left foot to left hand and holds 
the second bough in her right hand. She chews on the 
second bough corn-on-the-cob style, holding it 
perpendicular to her mouth like a flute. She gnaws at it 
for a minute and then drops it to the ground. 

[2:17] A minute later she returns to her original bough. 
She transfers it to her right hand and brings it to her 
mouth. She uses the strength of her front teeth and 
hand to pull it apart lengthwise, creating a Y-shape or 
‘wishbone’ that goes 1/3 of the way down the entire 
length of the bow. She transfers the stronger side of the 
Y to her mouth and gnaws on it for two minutes. She 
rotates it by her teeth biting off small pieces and 
chewing them with each turn.

[2:18] Rollie then pulls the bough completely apart, 
separating it at the Y. She drop the longer segment and 
brings the shorter one to her mouth with her left hand. 
Again she holds it like a flute and gnaws on it with her 
front teeth.

[2:21] She bites off a small chuck — not just bark — but 
actual wood and chews it with her mouth open for 90 
seconds. She then swallows it and immediately pulls off 
another small chunk.

[2:28] Bahati picks up two sticks, holding them in an 
“X” shape in her left hand.  She carries them up into the 
bamboo stopping about 10 feet up. She spends the 
next six minutes chewing on the boughs.

[2:37] The keepers move all the Gorillas downstairs 
because a hawk flew into the exhibit two hours ago and 
is starting to freak out. Once the gorillas are out the 
keepers will come in and remove it.
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2:07  Rollie bites bough. 2:08  Breaks off a piece.

2:08  Holds it in her mouth. 2:09  Chews and swallows it.

2:15  Chews a second bough. 2:17  Return to the first bough.

2:18  Splits it lengthwise. 2:21  Bites the smaller piece.



3b. Analysis

Boughs a!ord many functions and behaviors.
Bough are multifunctional objects. During the observation I saw them being used for: eating, chewing, 
gnawing, holding, balancing, collecting, carrying, hoarding, breaking, peeling, destroying, abandoning, 
dropping. Though I didn’t observe these behaviors, they could be used for: poking, pointing, nudging, 
pushing, scooping, scratching, spreading, hitting, making noise. Boughs could potentially constrict 
behavior in the following ways: they are pointy and not very strong, so they would not be good to build a 
‘nest’ with; they cannot easily be shared unless they are broken in two (in which case you just have two 
boughs); and lastly, I don’t think they hold the same interest as some of the other toys (balls, PVC pipe) 
we’ve seen in the habitat — functionally, they are somewhere between toy and food.

Bough a!ord both chewing and eating, which are di!erent.
Though the keeper referred to boughs as “enrichment food items,” she also said they give the gorillas 
“something to chew on.” Most of the time the gorillas were interacting with a bough they were chewing 
on it. Eating the actually wood only happened after it had been gnawed and chewed for some time. This 
is partly because it takes a while to make the wood soft enough to swallow and partly because chewing 
in and of itself is an enjoyable activity. I suspect that chewing, as a behavior, does a number of things: it 
gives them something to occupy their hands and mouth, because of this it may reduce stress, it gives 
them something to look for, find and hold, I’d also guess that it may help clean their teeth.

Boughs are expendable and can be “used up.”
Many of the boughs that remained on the ground were shorter, thinner and lighter in color (stripped of 
bark). The ones that the gorillas seemed to prefer were thicker, longer, sturdier, and had some bark left. 
From this I infer that boughs are expendable and can be “used up” once all the bark is stripped off and 
eaten. It seems each gorilla has a varying definition of when a bough is used up. Bana dropped them 
after the bark was gone while Rollie continued to chew and eat small chunks of wood once her boughs 
were naked. Once a bough it expended it is abandoned to the floor. However, it may be picked up and 
reactivated by another individual with a looser definition of “used up.”

Boughs do not appear to be used socially.
The use of the boughs that I observed was individual in nature. Boughs could technically afford social 
activities with one or more gorillas. However, I think because they fall closer to food on the spectrum 
between edible food and inedible object, they tend to be used more individually. That said, many of the 
behaviors around boughs — selecting, collecting, carrying, hoarding — acknowledge the basic social 
aspect of resources; which is that you want “the best one” within the appropriate limits of your social 
status and that if you don’t get it someone else might.

Boughs do not seem to have “meaning.”
It’s hard for me to tell if the boughs have any emotional or vertically integrated “meaning” beyond their 
mere functions and characteristics. They are not a fixed feature of the environment like a stump or 
platform and thus have had a chance to accrue meaning over time. Nevertheless, just like Kwon loves 
tomatoes, boughs did seem to appeal to some gorillas and not others, at least during my observation. 
There just wasn’t anything about the ways the boughs were used that seemed illustrative of the troop 
dynamics or relationships between individuals.

This is one I’m really not sure about… what could I look for next time to figure this out?
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4. General insights
It was interesting to observe an object that changes state over the course of an individual’s interaction 
with it. A hard rubber ball, for example, doesn’t change in a permanent physical manner with use, or at 
least it is not intended to. It makes me realize the great amount of detail that zookeepers must go into 
in deciding what to introduce to habitats and when. In the wild a bough is a non-entity — it’s just a stick 
on the ground or a branch on a tree, it’s so mundane it might as well be invisible. But in the hyper-
controlled context of a zoo it’s a design decision someone must make, a specification that must be set, 
a product to procure, a procedure to carry out, a strategy to monitor, and eventually, waste to clean.

5. Reflections
I found this to be a really fun observation. I enjoyed being at RCAA on my own without the rest of the 
class present. I think it’s easy to get distracted by what your classmates are doing and loose your own 
focus. There was something more fluid, more natural, for me about observing through the lens of the 
object rather than the gorillas themselves. I think that’s because I’m always try to identify emotions, 
intentions, action/reaction, etc. when I watch their faces. But a stick is a stick, there are no shades of 
meaning about what it ‘does,’ The meaning only comes afterwards with the interpretation of the actual 
data points from the observation — I think I finally understand how this is supposed to work. 
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