
8.8 (David LaPorte) Eschewing tightly gathered data in favor of close, free thinking, this 
last response provides an excellent example of how to think not only with an object but 
also with your time spent studying it.  He leaves us asking “when is a tree not a tree,” 
and, “what else, in effect, might it be?” 
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I. This week, we were tasked with attending 
to an object of our choice within one habitat, 
preferably an object that generally would receive 
at least a modicum of engagement by the gorillas 
in that space. Presented with question prompts in 
the week’s reading that ranged from more surface-
level observations to deeper, more symbolic lines 
of inquiry, the activity provided a solid opportunity 
to explore the various layers of identity embodied 
by an inanimate object.

II. As I had spent my most recent observations 
with the family troop, I decided to shift my focus 
onto the bachelors at the far end of the Regenstein 
Center. The weather on that day was threatening 
rain (or possibly exhibiting it – I cannot recall), 
the gorillas were all situated inside, and Professor 
Nippert-Eng recommended that we choose an 
indoor object for the session. Though I’m not 
entirely sure why, I settled upon the large tree 
found at the center of the enclosure as my target 
of observation. Though I noticed there were three 
“new” plastic drums added to the space since last 
I’d seen it (one of which gained the attention of a 
gorilla during the early portion of my observation), 
I was not sure whether a drum would receive 
continued attention to help facilitate interesting 
observations, and I therefore avoided them for this 
activity.

III. Based on the question selections from the 
week’s reading, I started the session by making 
a list in my notebook of possible observation 

points to guide my focus for the day. Starting out 
with a record of the more physical and arguably 
�����ϐ���������������������ǲ����ǡǳ������������������
overall structure included sections with less and 
more rough textural areas. For example, the trunk 
of the tree possessed a high degree of roughness 
and variability of thickness at its surface, and the 
overall tree surface was marked by a number of 
inset metal O-rings, some of which had vine-like 
objects attached to them by metal clips (and some 
of which stood empty).
 The ends of the tree’s branches were short 
and stunted in appearance. In terms of quantity 
and distribution of branches, there were three 
primary extremities at the tree’s lower level, with 
two branches at a level one step higher, one-and-a-
half branches one step higher than that, and what I 
consider half a branch found almost at the pinnacle 
of the tree. As for height, the tree reached upwards 
nearly to a level equal to that of the enclosure’s 
upper perches (maybe 18-20 feet). 
Below it and towards the rear of the enclosure 
hung one of the plastic drums discussed earlier; 
above the tree on the exterior-glass side of the 
space was situated a suspended rope hammock. 
There was also a web of vine-like objects criss-
crossing by the trunk and branches of the tree, 
some of which were attached to it, with others 
merely traversing its horizontal footprint.
 In terms of how the tree object was “used” 
by the gorillas during the observation, I noted 
a number of instances where individuals were 
seated/standing on various branches of the tree, 
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which seems to be strong enough to support the 
weight of at least two gorillas. The varied shape 
of the branches, their different angles, and the 
spacing between them allow for different postures 
to be taken by the gorillas resting on them. In 
terms of how the tree was used in a more active 
manner, I noticed on multiple occasions gorillas 
traveling from the tree to the top of the “hutch” in 
the rear of the enclosure. At one point, two gorillas 
were both situated near the top of the tree; one 
individual proceeded to the roof of the hutch, while 
the other moved to the top of the glass corner at 
the right-hand side of the enclosure. And at one 
point, Azizi stood up from the an upper portion 
of the tree, climbed onto a nearby vine, and 
proceeded to relieve himself of bodily waste. In the 
process, no organic matter seemed to strike the 
tree itself. However, I later heard a zoo visitor near 
me remark about how a gorilla relieved himself; at 
that point, I noticed a wet-looking space on one of 
the higher branches on the right side of the tree. 
One gorilla seems to have exited the tree before 
taking care of his business (Azizi), while another 
gorilla went and handled his own business directly 
on the tree itself.

IV. For this exercise, my output felt somewhat 
similar to that of one of the earlier unstructured 
observations. In effect, it seemed as though I was 
generating more questions than I was making 
observations. From the disparate strands of 
thought noted above, I will explore several points 
of observation before shifting into a discussion of 
several musings that arose.
 In terms of the physical nature of the tree, 
�������ϐ�����������ϐ�������������������������������
this report, I intentionally bookended the word 
tree with quotation marks. This was intended to 

��ϐ������������������������ǯ������������������������
this object is in fact a tree. In my mind there exists 
a connection between the idea of an ape and the 
idea of a tree, one localized in a vague concept 
of an African jungle, a concept doubt cultivated 
����������������������ϐ�������Ǥ����������������ǡ�
at the Regenstein Center for African Apes, we 
are presented with a glass-enclosed collection of 
that very same creature, the ape. Lo and behold, 
there also appears in that same space an object 
��������������������������ϐ�������������������������
tree(albeit a rather dead-looking instance). There 
are gorillas! There are “vines!” Therefore, this must 
be a tree, no?
 Semi-facetious positing aside, one could 
easily and quite reasonably question whether this 
is, in fact, an actual tree. For instance, it looks like 
it’s made of wood, and it possesses similar physical 
characteristics (height, width, texture) to that of 
the real deal. On the other hand, the resemblance 
also falls short: for example, I noticed a gorilla step 
upon a separate wood-like object found near the 
base of the hutch. This wood-like object bent under 
the weight of the gorilla, as I assume real would 
wood do, to the extent that I became concerned 
the object might break beneath its burden’s 
weight. With this point of comparison at the ready, 
��������ϐ�������������ǲ����ǳ��������������������
supporting the weight of multiple large individuals 
at the same time with no observed deformation of 
shape. Could a tree really be this sturdy? Especially 
a dead-looking one? And how in the world could it 
get planted indoors in such a way that it could be 
so solidly rooted (pun intended)?
 In the end, it may not matter too much 
whether this “tree” is in fact a tree. I cannot profess 
to have any knowledge of how a captive gorilla 
might interact with a real tree to identify potential 
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differences in how these gorillas in this space 
interact with this tree-like object. Do these gorillas 
know the difference between a “tree” and a tree? 
If they were raised in captivity, do they even know 
the feel of a real-life (or real, dead) tree? And if 
any of them were raised in the wild, are they more 
capable of detecting a phony tree by sight, touch, 
smell, taste, or audible sensation? Perhaps most 
importantly, would a gorilla even care about this 
distinction even if s/he did know the difference 
between a tree-like object and an actual tree? 
 With this in mind, I was reminded of the 
research done by Harlow on rhesus monkey babies 
and their tendency to cling to either a metal or 
terry cloth substitute “mother.” While a tree is not 
the same as a mother gorilla, might there still be 
something innately appealing to a gorilla about 
the form or feel of a tree? If so, can a set of tree-
ish qualities be distilled and replicated such that a 
gorilla would prefer a well-represented copy over 
an inferior alternative (much in the way a terry 
cloth mother appealed to Harlow’s baby rhesus 
monkey more than did a metal mother)? I would 
not imagine there exists a vast pool of resources 
allocated for the express purpose of studying 
western lowland gorillas’ arboreal preferences. 
This could be just a silly point of conjecture on 
one hand. At the same time, it could also be a valid 
point of inquiry, depending on how well gorillas’ 
native habitats hold up against the outputs of 
humanity, and ultimately how great a need there is 
for further captive gorilla enclosures.
 Whether or not the essential “treeness” 
of the tree is a critical point, its functional 
equivalence to a tree vis-a-vis to the physical 
needs of the gorillas may be important. If it is part 
of a “normal” gorilla’s behavior to climb, then it 
seems important that there exist elements within 

that individual’s space that allow for climbing. 
Moreover, gorilla bodies are shaped considerably 
differently than human bodies. With this in 
mind, including within a captive gorilla’s habitat 
������������������ϐ�����������������������������ǯ��
natural domain (e.g., an asymmetrically-formed 
����Ǧ�����������Ȍ������������������������������ϐ�������
human physique or sensibility (e.g., the perfectly-
aligned metal rungs at the back of the enclosure) 
seems to be a good idea.
 As far as the organic layout of the tree 
is concerned, it may be that having branches 
interspersed at irregular intervals facilitates 
movements by a gorilla mirroring those for which 
its body has evolved. This could help to ensure 
captive gorillas use muscles that their bodies have 
adapted to use. Variations in the form of the tree’s 
branches (height, texture, etc.) might even satisfy 
and accommodate possible preferences that differ 
between gorillas. For example, maybe Mosie likes 
to stand on branches that have smooth textures 
and where there is plenty of clearance above his 
head, while Umande prefers to perch on branches 
with a rougher surface and where other branches 
can be found right above him. If the “tree” were 
a monolithic creation, however, comprised of 
perfectly-symmetrical shapes of uniform texture, 
spacing, etc., might its appeal within a troop of 
gorillas be narrower than that of a more organic 
alternative?
 (It is also worth noting that including a 
more natural-looking tree within the enclosure 
probably gives zoo visitors a stronger impression 
that they are observing gorillas in a vaguely-
natural space, as opposed to somewhere overly 
����ϐ�����Ǥ�������������������ǯ����������������������
and public relations to imply “habitat” than 
ǲ���ϐ�������ǤǳȌ
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 In terms of the location of the tree, its 
placement at the center of the enclosure seems 
highly relevant. As evidenced by how gorillas 
moved from the “vines” to the tree and then to 
other locations, the tree itself seems to serve 
almost as a bridge or transit hub within the space, 
its branching “spokes” connecting one point of 
the enclosure to the other. Likewise, the tree’s 
centralized location allows an individual standing 
on its branches to observe the entirety of the 
�����ǡ������������������������ǡ�ϐ�������������������
it does not appear overly welcoming of horizontal 
lounging in the same way the space’s other 
raised platforms seem to allow. It could be quite 
inconvenient were an individual to be sleeping in 
the middle of the gorilla highway, after all!
 Returning to the observation (and 
assumption of) gorillas dispelling waste products 
from on or near the tree, I wonder whether this 
relates at all to how urine apparently serves as a 
territory marker for certain animals. If in fact one 
of the young gorillas urinated on an upper limb of 
the tree, might this be an act of staking claim to a 
high (and possibly high-status) piece of the space? 
And I’m really not sure what to make of Azizi’s 
stepping off the tree before heeding nature’s call. 
My anthropomorphizing instinct is to assume he 
did not want to dirty the tree in which he was 
standing. (It also reminded me of how, several 
weeks ago, Azizi was heading inside from the 
outdoor portion of the habitat when he stopped at 
the entrance and relieved himself just outside the 
door.) A mere two instances of a gorilla exhibiting 
behavior vaguely suggestive of bathroom 
behavioral preferences are not enough, however, to 
warrant too much focus at this point.
� ����������������������������������������ϐ���
touched upon above, the way the tree has branches 

at multiple heights makes me wonder if this plays 
a role in maintaining status-based vacancy chain 
behavior in the space. For example, at one point 
during the session, I spied Azizi assuming the 
recently-vacated position of another gorilla at the 
upper portion of the tree. Was this him reinforcing 
his place atop the status dynamic of the troop by 
assuming a high perch in the tree? Again, I don’t 
��������ϐ�������������������������������ǡ��������
doesn’t strike me as terribly far-fetched.
 Finally, as mentioned earlier in this 
document, I generated a lot of questions during 
the observation period that, while they might not 
be directly connected to the data I recorded, could 
��������������ϐ�������������������������������Ǥ�
These questions include:

Would non-living wood stay strong?
Does the tree move when the gorillas move?
What sounds does it make when a gorilla’s feet 
grasp or walk on its surfaces?
Does it creak?
Does it expand/contract with heat and cold (and 
does the zoo staff ever let it grow cold)?
Does the tree become warm from heat, or cold 
from the ground?
Does it have a taste?
Does it soak in moisture?
Can gorillas detect the heat of a recently-present 
gorilla at a spot on the tree?
If so, does this function as a comfort? Is it 
distracting? A warning? A reminder of one’s 
status?
How does the tree’s presence alter the acoustics of 
the space?
How does it alter the dispersion of light and 
shadows?
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�Ǥ� ��������������Ǧ��ϐ����������������������
������������ǡ�����������ϐ�������������������������
conduct the actual recording of data in this session 
as compared to some of the other classes. That 
being said, I recognize that I chose to observe 
a very large and complicated object, which led 
me to take a broader overview of the object 
���������������������ϐ������������������������
observations. For instance, what with its large 
number of branches, attached or nearby vines, 
and inset metal hooks, stepping back from overly 
ϐ������������������������������������������������
of use and presence seemed to be a manageable 
and generally-effective approach to the activity. 
�������ǡ������������������������������ϐ������
discerned details (e.g., which branches were 
traversed with what kind of regularity by which 
individuals and in what order) might have 
provided a wealth of data that my more broadly-
��ϐ������������������������������������������Ǥ
 Moving the discussion to a more positive 
tone, I think that taking the time at the beginning 
of the session to jot down some of the focusing 
questions from the week’s reading gave me a 
“home base” to return to during the session. While 
I would have liked to have done this prior to the 
session (and on a piece of paper separate from 
my notebook), doing it at all meant I was able to 
relatively quickly go back and refer to a collection 
of pointers in case I ever felt like I was lost or 
astray. I didn’t touch upon every item in the list of 
suggested lines of inquiry, but having a list at all 
��������������������������������������ϐ����Ǥ
 In retrospect, what I might change in the 
�������������������ϐ���������������������������������
�����ϐ�������������������������������������������Ǥ�
For example, do different gorillas traverse different 
branch-paths of the tree? Do some move more 

often through the tree overall? Sit in it more often? 
Rest at higher elevation? Avoid the tree more than 
others, relying on other means of vertical transit?
 This activity also showed me once again 
how challenging it can be to “shift modes” 
between visual/spatial observations and an 
attention to time and duration-based concerns. 
I found myself not paying much attention to the 
duration, frequency, or cyclicality of activities (or 
their absence) relative to the tree. Free from the 
bounds of an interval-based research approach, I 
more or less abandoned time references, and the 
few notes that did discuss time were generalized 
and unhelpful. Finding a way to shift between 
an attention to time and an attention to other 
things may be a challenge that recurs for me in 
observations during this and other classes.
 Additionally, I think I would be particularly 
interested in seeing how Azizi interacts with 
the tree as compared to the other gorillas. How 
does Azizi displace (or replace) the others on 
the tree? How do they share the structure? Does 
the proximity of the tree to the top of the hutch 
(where Azizi often seems to rest) somehow make 
it less desirable to visit or scale by the subordinate 
gorillas (especially when Azizi is atop the hutch)? 
What would happen if all four gorillas wished 
to use the tree at the same time? What if there 
was more than one transit hub option within the 
habitat – would it be more likely that Azizi would 
tolerate sharing this tree with other gorillas 
(assuming he does not already do so)? Might the 
bachelors work out a system where each individual 
claims his own particular perch? It is much easier 
to speculation than observe and deduce!

��Ǥ� ���������������������ϐ����������ǡ������������
photographs of observations, can be found below.
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The “tree” in question

Stubby branches and rings
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Seating found at various heights

Chicago rapid transit
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