
8.5 (Karolina Kohler) With this response, we turn from a teenager and her blanket to a 
teenager and his sheet.  Here, the photos are priceless with helping the reader understand 
what our researcher describes, as are her conclusions.  This student’s self-described 
struggle to think from the perspective of the sheet, much less the gorilla, is exactly the 
kind of off-beat challenge this exercise is meant to provoke. 
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Exercises in Behavioral Observation

Student: Karolina Kohler
Date of Report: October 25, 2014
Exercise # 8: Object Mapping One

Observation session
Date: October 14, 2014
Duration: 10.27 am — 11.35 am
Location: Bachelor habitat,  
Regenstein Center for African Apes

The exercise 
This week, we did a ‘day-in-the-life’ 
study of an inanimate object. 
Instead of focusing on a particular 
individual in the habitat, the focus 
always lay on an object, regardless 
of that comes in and out of the 
picture around it.

During the observation session, we 
to data following these questions:
•	 How often is the object used?
•	 For how long?
•	 In what ways is it used?
•	 By whom?
•	 How does the object affect the 

animal’s behavior?
•	 What functions does it have 

(pragmatic and symbolic)?

•	 How is the object incorporated in 
the group’s activities?

•	 Do the observations give insight 
in preferences and relationships 
of any individuals?

Setting the stage
As my focus of study, I was looking 
to observe an object that was not a 
fixed feature of the environment and 
something that is an object that is 
not always in the habitat because I 
expected the gorillas to use it 
differently and even to behave 
differently while exploring it. 

So I chose a green sheet situated 
in the left corner of the habitat, 
close to the window—under  
Umande.

Floor plan of the bachelor habitat
The green dot marks where the 
green sheet was located at the 
beginning of my observation  
session.
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The green sheet
The simple green sheet seems to a 
pretty cheap means to entertain the 
gorillas. It is most likely not specifi-
cally designed for the gorillas.

Besides being green, it has the 
following additional properties:
•	 silky, shiny fabric
•	 two-sided: green on one side, 

almost black on the other
•	 2—3 meters long, 1 meter wide
•	 no seams, just cut

Engineering constraints
The sheet’s properties bring some 
disadvantages with them:
•	 The missing seams might lead to 

unraveling on the borders. 
•	 It could be slippery when 

stepped upon on flat surfaces. 
•	 Furthermore, it could be poten-

tially dangerous: What is certainly 
a not intended  use case is that it 
could strangulate the gorillas 
while playing with it.

The green sheet as part of a nest
The green sheet is part of a nest that 
was probably prepared by the 
keepers before the gorillas entered 
the habitat. It is situated in the front 
left corner of the habitat and con-
sists of the following materials:
•	 3 pieces of fabric 
•	 1 the one I’m observing
•	 2 another green sheet which has 

a brighter color
•	 3 sackcloth
•	 wood wool

Aesthetic considerations
The sheet has very different haptics 
from the other materials in the 
habitat. The smooth and soft look-
and-feel contrasts with the hard and 
rough surfaces of the concrete 
walls, the fences, the bark mulch on 
the floors or even with the ropes and 
the fire hoses.

Also, it’s bright color—although 
green—sticks out in the habitat. It 
would be very interesting to know if 
gorillas are especially sensitive to 
certain colors.

Embedded assumptions
Design: The green sheet is designed 
to be manipulated, and carried 
around. Although it is arranged as a 
nest, I think that its the reason why it 
is in the habitat is not just providing 
more diverse nesting material for 
the gorillas. 

Possibly, it is there to entertain 
the audience rather the gorillas. (Of 
course, the sheet is not that enter-
taining for the zoo visitors just by 
itself. I expected the ‘ahs‘ and ‘ohs’ 
to be results of the gorillas’ interac-
tions with the sheet)

Availability: Since the green sheet 
is not always in the habitat and it has 
this shiny, smooth surface, it might 
be something special for the gorillas 
that is worth having a closer look at. 

Putting it into the corner of the 
habitat could signify that it is meant 
to be a place to rest.
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10.27 
The green sheet lay under Umande on the 
ground and was held between the toes of his 
left foot.

One hour in the life of the green sheet

10:33  
Umande stood up and picked up carrots— 
his feet still on the green sheet. This scenario 
lasted for about thirty seconds, then the 
gorilla sat back on the sheet.
10:36 
The sheet, held with both of Umande’s hands 
had his teeth plunged into it. Seconds later, it 
was put it on the gorilla’s head. It was spun, 
wrapped around his arms and bitten into 
again—until it resembled a sausage.
10:37 
This treatment stopped. Ten seconds later, the 
sheet was abandoned. But after thirty 
seconds, the gorilla’s butt was put back on it. 
Little pieces of carrots fell out of the gorillas 
mouth down to it.

10:44
Umande lay down.
10:45 
He started playing with the green sheet again. 
10:46
A few moments later, the sheet was taken 
together with the other brighter green sheet 
up to the nest located at the wall on left side 
of the shed. 



4/8

Both of them now were being twisted around 
Umande’s hands, bitten into, wrapped around 
his shoulders and twisted around his arms.

Alternatives
In the habitat, there are some 
alternatives to the green sheet, one 
of which is the sackcloth. It does not 
seem to be as interesting as the 
green sheets, since Umande chose 
only to take the two sheets with the 
silky surface up to the nest.

10:48 
The sheet found itself on Umande’s head for 
three seconds, then it was continued to be 
wrapped around the gorilla’s upper extremities.

10:50 
The sheet was put down, after having been 
spun a bit.
10:51 
Now, it got partially soaked because, after 
having stood up to beat his chest for about 
two seconds, Umande sat back on it and 
started peeing. 

Maintenance
The fabric gets dirty pretty quickly. 

During this observation session, 
Umande peed on it. I assume that the 
sheet is washed on a regular basis.

10:52 
Immediately after, Umande started fiddling 
with the sheet again.
10:53 
With Umande lying on it, the sheet was bitten 
into once more.
10:54 
The sheet was held with one hand over the 
edge of the nest like a fishing line. Umande’s 
arms made waving movements so that the 
hanging sheet undulated.
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10:55 
The sheet dropped out of Umande‘s hands 
down towards the ground, but it was stopped 
by a rope. It was hanging loosely over this 
rope, one end touching the ground. 

Umande had occupied the green 
sheet for about half an hour. 

11:13 
The green sheet was grabbed and pulled 
down from the rope to the ground by Mosi 
who took it back up to the nest again.

11:14 
The sheet was fiddled with by the standing 
gorilla who sat down shortly after. Mosi shook 
one end with his hands.

Use patterns
In the first moments of Mosi playing 
with the sheet, it was already visible 
that the two  handle it differently: 
While Umande would twist, spin, 
and wrap it, Mosi would shake one 
of its ends.

11:16
Mosi stood up. The sheet were getting shuffled 
around with his feet. After doing this for 

about twenty seconds, the gorilla placed his 
butt back on the sheet, shaking one of its ends.
11:17 
The gorilla lay down. His feet and hands 
formed a tent with the sheet, holding it up with 
all fours. In no time, he put the sheet back. 
11:19
The sheet was moved around with the gorillas feet.
11:26
Mosi stood up and the sheet was abandoned.
11:28
The sheet was pulled over to the shed by Mosi. 
Very sneakily, it was taken away from Mosi 
by Umande, who quickly snatched it out of 
Mosi’s hands, put it on his head and sat 
down.

Mosi had occupied the green sheet for about 
fifteen minutes.

Social meaning 
As simple nesting material, the 
sheet is pretty easily replaceable. If 
it was gone, the gorillas would come 
back to use other materials for 
nesting. They could use wood wool 
to nest, for example.

Umande and Mosi though, they 
see more value the green sheet has a 
than it just being nesting material: It 
becomes focus of their competition 
for hierarchy as Umande takes it away 

from Mosi using some force and not 
waiting until it becomes vacant. 
Between these to gorillas, whoever 
owns the sheet, is ruling. (This rule 
doesn’t apply to Azizi and Amare.)

I can imagine that, if more of 
these sheets were continuously 
available in the habitat, the green 
sheet would lose its peculiarity and 
the gorillas might not react that 
strongly to its presence and see it as 
something worth fighting for. The 
gorillas seem to know the sheet 
already, but still it is something 
special to some of them. 

11:30
Umande turned around. His hands pulled  
the sheet down from his head and started 
wrapping, twisting, and spinning it.
11:31
As he noticed Azizi moving, Umande 
abandoned the sheet. But it was picked up by 
him again about thirty seconds later.
11:32
Azizi moved to the box, and now Umande 
had to finally abandon the sheet. It was 
pushed away with one gesture of Azizi who 
sat down after that.

Value
This behavior shows clearly that the 
value of the green sheet varies from 
gorilla to gorilla. Mosi and Umande are 
using it consciously and even honor it 
by carrying it up to a higher spot. Azizi 
(and so does Amare) doesn’t seem to 
be interested in it at all. By shuffling it 
away to sit down—the exact opposite 
of Umande and Mosi who would get it 
just to sit down on it—he shows that 
he even disregards it.
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Functions
Over the course of my observation 
time, the green sheet was used in 
the following ways:
•	 nesting material
•	 toy: twisting, wrapping,  

spinning, shaking
•	 hiding
•	 drawing attention to oneself: 

waving
•	 ‘carpet’: walking over it

Changes that happened to the 
green sheet
The green sheet was relocated 
several times. The gorillas manipu-
lated its shape from a floating sheet, 
to a dense ‘sausage’ and back by 
twisting and shaking it.

Also, it got wet because Umande 
peed on it—which, by the way, did 
not seem to make it less interesting 
to Mosi.

Reflection on the process

I found myself enjoying this new 
perspective on what’s going on in 
the bachelor habitat a lot. Anchoring 
the observation around a single 
object lead to unexpected insights: 
For example the obviously different 
patterns of how Mosi and Umande 
played with the green sheet. Such 
observations can be useful to 
identify the gorillas when distin-
guishing by physical appearance 
reaches is limits. I am sure I would 
have not recognized this if I would 
have focused on any other aspect.

When the sheet was up on the shed 
and none of the gorillas was holding 
it up, I couldn’t see it any more. I 
couldn’t even see if the gorillas were 
sitting or lying on it or not.

I spent some time thinking about if it 
is easier to understand the meaning 
of objects to humans than it is to 

gorillas. I am still torn. When observ-
ing gorillas, the benefit is that there 
are not that many assumptions in 
my head and I can’t really think what 
I think the green sheet, for example, 
means to me as a gorilla. The 
downside is that it is much harder to 
come to insights about that matter 
by only observing. Interviewing the 
gorillas why they care so much 
about the green sheet and why they 
still would pee on it, is unfortunately 
not possible.

Even though I observed an object, 
my field notes were from the per-
spective of the gorillas. It is hard to 
stay focused on the perspective of a 
thing that is inanimate. Moving and 
acting beings seem to be much 
more intriguing. Nonetheless, I tried 
to assume the perspective of the 
sheet when I was retelling my 
observations. This was a fun exercise.
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