
8.6 (Jorge Angarita) Well, this is just such a smart choice. The artificial bamboo poles are 
something everybody sees and hardly anybody notices. The choice to study these as well as the 
insights that follow from both researchers are utterly remarkable, and show the incredible potential 
of this exercise for helping a researcher transform the taken-for-granted into anything but that.   
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Jorge Angarita – Oct. 30 2012 
Lincoln Zoo RCAA -Kwan’s troop
1 hr. Observation [11:50 - 12:42] – Oct. 23, 2012

1. Restate the assignment
Observe and record the use of a particular inanimate object by the troop of gorillas for which 
you will be doing your final project [East Wing Bamboo Forest]. It can be a fixed feature of the 
environment.
Look at how the is incorporated into the groups 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 
behavior does it elicit or prevent? In your view what functions does this object fulfill.
List of the functions that the object fulfills. Think big, think conceptual, symbolic. What is it that 
something does for a group of users.
Does your observation of this object give you any insight  into the priorities and relationships of 
any individuals in the group?

2. Set the stage
On my previous observations—particularly on space mapping and power—I hypothesized that 
the fixed features in the habitat play a big role in helping the individuals set and maintain their 
social hierarchies because they create unique spaces that allow the powerful to claim preferred 
spots. I also noticed that the ground level of the East Wing of the habitat seemed to be the 
preferred area. So far I have overlooked the role of the Bamboo Forest situated right next to this 
space, and I presume this feature plays a big role in the lives of these individuals. My goal for this 
observation was to try to clarify its role and the extent of its functions.  
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3. Report observations
The observation started with two individuals touching the East Wing Bamboo Forest. Kwan was 
seating down and leaning his back against the branches whereas Kowali—who was on top of the 
keepers cage—was using one of the branches to support her head while keeping a watchful eye 
on what was happening bellow with Bana and the Baby (refer to figure 1). This behavior was later 
replicated by Bahati. Both Kowali and Bahati engaged in this behavior for at least 6 minutes each.
A few minutes later, Kwan started collecting food around the floor of the habitat but promptly 
returned to the same spot in the Bamboo Forest where he was originally observed (figure 1). As a 
matter of fact, for most of the duration of the observation Kwan stayed in that same spot, either 
leaning his back against a bamboo stalk or positioned just a few centimeters away, predominantly 
facing the outside of the habitat (refer to figure 1). 
Kwan’s position is indicative of his new role as Bana’s and the Baby’s protector. Bana always 
remained in the back of the East Wing, beyond the Bamboo Forest (figure 1)  this position as well 
as the perspective shown on figure 2, suggests that the bamboo forest acts as a separator, a sort of 
barrier guarded by Kwan where Bana and the Baby are safe from harm.

As the observation progressed Bahati—who at the moment was at the top of the Keepers cage—
decided to go down to collect some food grabbing one of the stalks to slide down, much in the 
same fashion as you would picture a firefighter going down the stereotypical pole. At that precise 
moment Rollie decided to go up to her usual spot on the upper level of the East Wing climbing 
another stalk to make the trek up there. Evidently the bamboo forest also serves as a pathway for 
gorillas to travel from the upper to ground levels to the ground and vice-versa.
Susie who had not been very active around the bamboo forest made an appearance shortly after 
Rollie went up. She was probably bored and decided to approach Rollie by climbing up one of 
the stalks then walked precariously on the upper horizontal portions of the stalks. Doing so, Susie 
initiated an interesting situation, by approaching Rollie from the stalks standing in front of her in 

 Kwan  Rollie 

 Bana 

 Kowali  

Figure 1. Figure 2.

 Bamboo barrier 
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a sort of display—perhaps to aggressively—she caused quite a fuzz amongst all the individuals in 
the habitat. Kwan tried to go after her to reestablish order in the habitat and every individual in 
the habitat except for Bana and the baby started using the forest in different ways. Susie used it 
to protect herself and escape from all the other individuals, Kowali climbed up a stalk to go to the 
top of the keepers cage (figure 3), Bahati used it as a platform, a vantage point to assess the situation 
(figure 4) but for Kwan it acted more as an obstacle, not being able to move on the stalks and 
around them easily due to his size, he decided to avoid it altogether.

We also saw Kwan and Rollie using the forest as support when they were laying on the floor, 
(figures 5 & 6) as back of sorts probably providing protection and a sense of security—it’s an 
obstacle that will slow down other individuals in a chase. Finally the forest is also used indirectly as 
observed with Kowali resting on the hammock that hangs from different stalks (figure 7).

Figure 3.

Figure 5. Figure 6. Figure 7.

Figure 4.
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4. Summary of general insights gained
The East Wing Bamboo Forest is constantly being used for different occasions and in very 
different capacities. 
Functionally the forest has multiple uses, this is partly explained due to the stalks morphology. 
Every stalk can be divided into two different parts, the first part starts as a vertical pole off the 
ground 3–4 meters high with different degrees of inclination (70°–90°) but generally they’re all 
perpendicular to the ground. The second part is horizontal but slightly inclined, thus forming 
approximate angles of 105°–150° with the vertical portions of the stalks (figure 9). 
These two parts serve very different purposes: On the ground the vertical stalks serve almost as 
walls and obstacles, either providing surfaces to rest on, or minimizing the ability of individuals 
to move quickly in the ground. They are also climbable paths for an individuals to vertically off 
and into the ground.  The horizontal portions serve as pathways for individuals to move across 
space horizontally when not on the ground. Interestingly these pathways are remarkably directed 
towards the top of the keepers cage (figures 9). 
On a higher level the forest serves as a security barrier, dividing the space in ways that allow gorillas 
to carve their own little niches letting them be closer together without feeling as vulnerable.
This brings us to the most important aspect, the bamboo forest is an essential piece of the 
habitat, it has multiple purposes, some are strictly functional—allows movement off ground, 
supports different body parts, supports additional features like ropes, hammocks, etc—but others 
are more of a mix—obstacles that provide security, resting surfaces that provide escaping spaces 
and different vantage points that allow gorillas to keep track of evolving situations (figure 10 & 11) . 

Ultimately more than its intrinsical physical properties and functions—diverse, important and  
varied—the bamboo forest plays a fundamental role in the lives of these individuals, it adds 
diversity to a space that otherwise would be void, and in doing so it gives different spots specific 
characteristics making some more appealing, than others. At the highest level the bamboo forest 
allows individuals to express themselves giving them the ability to maintain but also possibly 
modify their social structures and hierarchies.

Figure 10. Figure 11.Figure 9.
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5. Reflect back on the process
I found the object mapping exercise to be particularly challenging because inanimate objects 
have intrinsic characteristics that may appear to be obvious, we take them for granted, and it 
takes strong focus to dissect them and to be able to start to understand them. I think I pushed 
my analysis in the right direction but I found myself unsure of what kind of data to capture in the 
field so that I could properly evaluate all of its different functions.  I feel that a mixture of space-
mapping, time stamping , diagrams and qualitative data was the right approach but I wish I could 
have had a stronger or more focused conceptual agenda when I went into the field to better 
prepare myself for the data collection. 
I’m also finding schematics to be tremendously helpful and I think the trick for me will be to 
develop specific data capturing templates to suit my particular unit of focus for that day in the 
field. In that sense I would prefer to have time in advance—off the field—to think of what is 
important to capture and prepare a template that will allow me to gather all the useful information 
systematically. Of course I readily acknowledge that that level of preparation is wishful thinking 
unless I have more time to dedicate to these observations and because the field always manages 
to surprise systematic data capturing is not the only answer. Nonetheless having flexible 
templates with space to capture those unknowns will potentially alleviate those concerns.
Overall I still find myself in an uncomfortable place, the quality of my data is still not at the level 
where I wish it would be, but I’m also finding the writing process to be quite challenging. On one 
hand I wish I had more time to plan my observations and go back to the zoo—this unfortunately 
is not an option I have given my current class load—and on the other hand I’m also feeling that 
English being my third language, slows me down tremendously in the process of writing my 
reports and although I enjoy the challenge—because I definitely want to get better at it— I wish 
that it did not take so much cognitive load.
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6. Scanned field notes
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