THE LIVING ANIMAL AND ITS EXHIBIT AS INTERPRETOR :
EXHIBITION TECHNIQUES IN MODERN ZOOS

Bernard Harrison*

The Role of Conservation in Zoos

The captive breeding of endangered species is important but not
the primary function of conservation in zoos. Zoos should use
the endangered species displays as a ‘spring board’ to educate
visitors or guests about the plight of their wild counterparts. Often
interpretive graphics and animal demonstrations can achieve this.

Animals in zoos can thus be considered as ambassadors of their
wild counterparts. Zoos are for people and not for animals.
Animals did not ask to be placed in captivity. However, since we
are using them for conservation education, it is our duty to ensure
that we treat them with respect, compassion and accord them
the dignity they rightfully deserve.

The Purpose of Naturalistic Animal Exhibits

Even without any formal interpretation, a lot can be imparted to
the viewer about the animal by the surroundings in which it is
displayed. This is where exhibit design plays an important role.

Animal exhibits should replicate nature and the ecological niche
of the species as closely as possible. Mixed exhibits, display of
mammails, birds, roptiles, fishes and invertebrates are ideal as
they convey the message to viewers that animals and plants live
together in ecological balar..e in nature.

Animal Exhibit Design Principles

The ultimate objective in the design of an animal exhibit is to give
the viewer the ‘illusion’ that they have ‘encountered’ a group of
animals in the wild. It is only an illusion and of this the visitors
are aware - but the use of illusion, even for 5 seconds makes the
experience more enriching.

An animal exhibit has a foreground, middle ground and a rear
ground. The barriers in the foreground and rear ground should
be invisible. The barriers on the sides of the middle ground should
also be invisible.

Foreground
The foreground is where the viewer stands on a path and where
the front barrier is located.

Vegetation and natural features like rocks and fallen trees should
be the same as the viewers side and in the animal exhibit to
create ‘landscape immersion, or ‘visual integration’.

The front barrier should be invisible, preferably a moat or sheet
of glass. In a moat, careful attention should be given to the sight
lines.

Middle Ground

The middle ground is where the animal will be displayed to the
viewer. This is where necessary features of its ecological niche
both functional and aesthetic are located. There should be pools,
rock features, trees, vegetation, grass areas, sand patches, mud
wallows, salt licks etc.

Although the animals should be offered security and comfortaway

from the viewer, the ultimate challenge for the designer is to ensure
that animals are on display anytime a viewer wishes to see them.
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Preferably the side barriers should be invisible. Moats can be
used or else heavy planting be considered behind and through
fences.

Rear Ground
The rear ground addresses the rear barrier and the ‘feeling’ of
depth of the exhibit.

An.ideal exhibit should have an invisible moat as a rear barrier
and planting beyond the moat to give the feeling of depth and
space to the scene. Ifafence is used, it should be heavily planted
in front and behind to conceal it. Remember it is an illusion that
we are creating.

Psychological Restraints

Most barriers for non-dangerous species can be narrower than
their jumping distance. There are loosely referred to as
psychological barriers. For example, water is a deterrent for
some species of primates like the gibbons.

In the wild, many species set up a territory. They are confined to
this territory and defend it against intrusion from other animals of
the same species. In captivity, the concept of territory tan be
used to ‘confine’ animals. Because the territory is for gathering/
hunting - as long as food is provided - the size of the territory can
be shrunk considerably.

Confining species such as tamarins to a tree using no barriers
can be achieved, using this principle of psychological restraint.
Attention should be paid to providing a centrally placed den for
security and the appropriate ecological niche, i.e. trees and food,
water, mates companionship etc.

The animals are confined to the den for one/two weeks. The
least dominant animal is released first. After a few days, it is
confined and the dominant animal released. Eventually, all the
animals are released and hopefully, they stay and set up their
territory around the den.

Barrier Types

There are many different types of barriers - some of which are
illustrated in the diagrams below. The viewing types are self
explanatory and include no text, but only a name, such as
"boardwalk viewing", "edge viewing", etc.

With these seven examples of different types of views and thirteen
different types of barriers in hand, even a new director or designer
may have a set of tools which would allow the creation of a diverse
set of enclosure types. It should be remembered that the
enclosure style and design should be appropriate for the behaviour
and biology of the animal. Taking the advice of field biologists or
forest rangers and officers who have spent time observing wild
animals can be invaluable for planning and checking exhibit
designs.

* This paper was presented in part at the Indian Zoo Directors "Two
Days Meeting-Cum- Seminar” in Bombay on 19th and 20th January
1999. As such, it has not been sent for peer review but published with
minor editorial changes.

** Director, Singapore Zoological Gardens, Singanore
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