
9.2  (Eugene Limb)  I love the trials and tribulations mentioned in this piece, with the 
researcher clearly making the best of what at first glance does not seem optimal 
conditions for the day’s mission.  The response is thematically-driven, an excellent and 
insightful write-up on the difficulty of this exercise primarily for conceptual reasons. 



Date of report: November 3, 2009
Date of observation: October 31, 2009
Duration of observation: 1 hour and 2 minutes, 11:29am - 12:31pm
Location of observation: Lincoln Park Zoo - Gorilla House

Eugene Limb

Assignment

Preface

Object Mapping 2
Identify instances of “play” in the activities of the gorillas or chimps. Describe these instances carefully and 
explain why you think the activity constitutes play. What are your clues that this is the key of “play” and not 
something else? How is it different, in other words, from other, “non-play” activities that you observe?

Watch especially for any interactions with objects (fixed feature and others) in the course of playful activity. 
What objects seem to be most important for play activity? Which objects seem least important for play?

(You can think very direct and micro on this. You can also think at a higher level in which you force yourself 
to consider every single object in the habitat and how it enables any of the play you witness, even if it doesn’t 
seem to be directly involved in a particular interaction...)

What happens if you treat other individuals as objects, in this respect? Are there any individuals in the group 
who generally seem more or less central for the activity of play? Are any specific individuals more or less central 
to certain kinds of play?

Once again I had to return to the Primate House on Saturday because the troop was absent the majority 
of the time last Tuesday. Since Bulera and Madini were still missing due to “husbandry” and will be 
missing for the next couple weeks (as reported by one of the zookeepers), the entryway to the back 
downstairs was open again and the troop stayed down there more often than not. Although when I came 
back on Saturday the circumstances with Bulera and Madini were the same, Kwan, Kowali, and Amare 
fortunately decided to stay in the habitat for most of the time.

I could not help but wonder why this was the case. Was the reason an environmental one? The habitat 
doors leading to the outdoors were open on Tuesday. Perhaps the habitat was cold or drafty and the troop 
was more comfortable downstairs. Or maybe the reason was deeper: perhaps Bulera and Madini were 
experiencing more discomfort last Tuesday so the rest of the troop was concerned. Or perhaps nothing has 
changed for Bulera and Madini in the past week but, rather, as time has passed the others have adapted 
to a degree and is simply less anxious. Nevertheless, the fact that a part of the troop was still missing, 
and that they had access to an area they do not regularly have access to, likely confounded some of the 
“typical” behaviour of the individuals.

As I sought to observe “play”, I tried not to focus exclusively on an individual but, rather, tried to track 
the activities of all three members and observe, particularly, their interactions with objects and with one 
another. Admittedly, I probably had some bias towards observing Amare as he is the baby and I assumed 
that he may be the likely culprit for keying the most “play” activities, however I did not know exactly 
what activities to expect, nor did I have many preconceived notions of what could constitute as play 
in Kwan’s troop. Hence, I went into the observation without much planning except to follow all three 
individuals the best I can and see if they are emulating, in a fabricated circumstance, a real activity that is 
outside of that individual’s normal boundaries and may otherwise take place in different conditions.

Context The day was an overcast and chilly mid-40 degrees, very windy. The large doors connecting the indoor habitat 
to the outdoor one were closed. Once again, the entryway to the downstairs was open and the only ones 
occupying the habitat space were Kwan, Kowali, and Amare. The zoo installed a new “tree stump” in the space, 
which seemed to be Kwan’s new preferred spot for leaning back instead of his former stump which is only 10 
feet away. The Gorilla House was crowded with people - particularly out-of-town tourists and various young 
note-taking students - who made it very difficult to find space along the habitat windows to observe.



Observations 
and Insights

“Foraging”
The first activity I observed that appeared to key “play” centered around Amare and the act of foraging. He 
spent a couple minutes walking around a small area very slowly and deliberately. Although there was food 
sprinkled throughout the habitat - biscuits, lettuce, carrots - Amare would pick up one or two pieces of food 
but then also pick through wood chips on the ground, as if he were foraging in the wild. I do not know 
whether this is typical behaviour for him or for gorillas his age, in general. I assume this is a regular activity 
for Kwan or Madini when they are outside but I have never noticed them doing this in the indoor habitat. 
Watching Amare do this gave the feeling of a small child mimicking his parents, such as when a 4-year old 
pretends to steer a car when riding with his parents.

“Protecting”
At 11:47am, Amare approached a spot about 5 feet away from the viewing window and sat down, facing all 
of the human onlookers. This was a spot most commonly occupied by Kwan. Amare sat for about 30 seconds, 
looking around and occasionally looking at the people, then stood up and walked quickly on two feet right up 
to the window and knocked on the ledge at the foot of the glass with his knuckles three times, then hurried 
away. This seemed like alpha male behaviour, as if he were bothered by the onlookers and wanted us to leave his 
troop alone. I have seen Kwan approach the window and, to some degree, “interact” with the onlookers, but I 
have never seen him act in any sort of aggression with them before. Jo-jo, on the other hand, has definitely had 
instances of banging on the window as well as other acts of intimidating onlookers. Perhaps Amare was keying 
the adult behaviour of protecting his troop through intimidation.
 

“Eating”
The most frequent and odd behaviour that appeared to key the activity of “play” was the chewing of cardboard. 
Both Amare and Kowali engaged in this, the former far more often than the latter. Amare was recorded as 
“eating” cardboard seven separate times, each instance ranging from less than a minute duration to 3-4 minutes 
durations. He did so in a number of locations, such as inside the entryway, on a low branch, or while on the 
ground near the window, but each time he was consistently settled into a sitting position and stayed in the 
position for over a minute. He generally chewed the cardboard by holding a big piece in his two hands, ripping 
off a smaller piece with his mouth, putting the larger piece down, and then using his right hand to handle the 
smaller piece as he chewed, bit off some more, chewed, etc.. Kowali chewed the cardboard in a similar manner 
except that she would normally have a medium-sized cardboard piece to begin with, so she would just keep 
it in her hand as she chewed. I recorded Kowali doing this twice. It was unclear to me whether they actually 
swallowed the cardboard, although I never noticed that they explicitly spit it back out.

This appears to playfully key the activity of eating because I assume that the gorillas realise that cardboard is 
not real food. I assume this because, in the hour that I watched, Kwan never picked up any cardboard but 

Amare picking at ground

Amare knocking on ledge



Reflection Looking for “play” was a remarkably difficult exercise. That the troop is not especially active in the first place 
added to this, but the fact that I did not quite know what to look out for also complicated the challenge. 
Additionally, my limited understanding of gorillas made it impossible for me to discern whether a behaviour 
was perfectly normal or whether it was keying something else. Ultimately, I tried to understand as best as I 
could some of the behaviours that I thought were emulations and, with some level of assumption, dissect the 
activity in light of “play”. In an attempt to observe closely and hopefully pick up some nuanced “play” activity, 
I was not able to capture any relevant photographs, hence I have depicted the major activities using sketches.

The most overt activities that I attributed to “play” dealt with simulated versions of foraging for food, 
protecting the troop, and eating food. The entity that seemed most central to this “play” was Kwan, as I 
believe he was the primary model that Amare was mimicking in all three activities. Of course, other factors 
may have been strong contributors: Amare, who I had never previously noticed to do these activities (except 
for the cardboard eating), may not have engaged in the “protecting” activity, for instance, had Kwan not been 
distracted and anxious about Bulera and Madini.

Amare’s act of “protecting” by approaching the window and knocking on the ledge was also an interesting 
interaction that showed boundary play. In my experience, Kwan was typically the only one who did this. 
He’s made eye contact with onlookers and, in one rare occasion, he leaned against the window with his fists 
against the glass and simply looked out, allowing a crowd of people only one foot away to look right back at 
him. Amare has only gone so far as to periodically look out at the crowd, but when he does so it is usually in a 
general way, as if he were not looking at anything in particular. But this time when he intentionally approached 
the glass and gave it a knock, he made a physical effort to cross the boundary between his habitat and the 
outside world.

The activity of “play” is still an amorphous concept for me. It may be the case that a dozen other instances of 
it occurred right in front of me, whether it was overt or more surreptitious, but I missed them because I could 
not recognise them. Or perhaps there was simply a lack of “play” because of the circumstance the troop was 
under. Nevertheless, future attempts to observe this topic will definitely require some deeper understanding or 
more examples to have a fuller grasp.

did pick up other pieces of food from the ground. That tells me that he can decipher the difference and, as a 
responsible leader of his troop, has communicated this to the others, if they do not already know. Additionally, 
there was an instance, at 11:54, when Kowali was very meticulous about her food: she picked up lettuce from 
the ground, then carrots, put them in her left hand, and then poured water from the wall spout into that hand. 
She had an intelligible process with her food. This leads me to believe that the act of tearing and chewing 
cardboard is not a dietary mistake but perhaps an activity that fills some other want for Kowali and Amare. 
Maybe they simply like the taste? Maybe it is similar to tree bark but not as tough? Maybe it is just a habit, 
such as when humans chew the ends of their pens?

Amare ripping and chewing cardboard










