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Sein Blick ist vom Vorübergehn der Stäbe


so müd geworden, dass er nichts mehr hält.


Ihm ist, als ob es tausend Stäbe gäbe


und hinter tausend Stäben keine Welt.
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PREFACE





THIS BOOK IS MAINLY A SERIES OF IMPRESSIONS, BUT it contains a good deal of information by the way. Such information is not offered ex cathedra. If you want the voice of someone speaking with authority, I recommend the Official Guide to the London Zoo written by Julian Huxley which is amazingly good value for your money. It gives you not only a rapid account of the exhibits but explains with unusual lucidity, economy and ease the Classification of Animals and their Geographical Distribution. I have made considerable use of this Guide and also of the Centenary History of the Zoological Society of London by P. Chalmers Mitchell.


I am grateful to Mr. J. M. McC. Fisher, Assistant Curator, for his kindness in showing me behind the scenes, and I wish to record here my admiration for the Zoo’s keepers who, as a body, are courteous, informative and long-suffering. I wish also to say how pleased I am to have the drawings of Miss Nancy Sharp who, as a realistic artist of unusual perception and skill, has put over particular animals with a precision unobtainable in writing.


L.M.       
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I


IN SELF-DEFENCE





READER: WHY EXACTLY ARE YOU DOING IT?


Writer: Doing what?


Reader: Writing about the Zoo.


Writer: Because I like the Zoo.


Reader: Oh yeah?


Writer: Well, why shouldn’t I like the Zoo?


Reader: I didn’t say you didn’t. I like the Zoo myself.


Writer: I know what you’re thinking—the Zoo is not my style?


Reader: Something of the sort.


Writer: Well, is it your style then?


Reader: More my style than yours. The Zoo is a public institution and I’m the public. You’re just a writer.


Writer: A private institution?


Reader: Private, anyway.


Writer: Writers, you mean, mustn’t write about public institutions?


Reader: Not unless they know something about them.


Writer: You mean—unless they’re experts.


Reader: Yes.


Writer: Then who is the expert on the Zoo?


Reader: Julian Huxley.


Writer: So that’s that?


Reader: Yes.


Writer: Then this also is this. Julian Huxley knows a great deal more about the Zoo than either you or I do. But Julian Huxley himself is, so to speak, in the Zoo. Now it is very necessary that people who are inside something should speak about it from the inside. But, if not necessary, it is sometimes agreeable that outsiders—laymen—should say what they think about things.


Reader: Outsiders! Busybodies, dilettantes, parasites!


Writer: Quite so. But there are good parasites and bad. Now I am a good parasite.


Reader: In what way good?


Writer: Because I pay homage to the hand that feeds me, or, if you prefer it, to the skin on which I fatten without the knowledge of its owner. We are all fed from hundreds and thousands of hands. Often we do not know whose they are nor how they work. Only a few of us ever visualize the hands that grope in the coal-mines or push levers in the mills or handle axes in the lumber-camp. Still fewer of us have any inside information about these hands or their owners. All the same, if we think about them at all, it is our privilege to talk about them, though with the proper humility of laymen—to say at least that we are grateful to them (if we are) or on the other hand to criticize, if we want to, the hands themselves or their owners or, more likely, the owners of their owners.


Reader: The layman has no right to criticize.


Writer: Oh, yes he has. Democracy—or any improvement on it—will rest on the layman’s right to criticize. His criticism will be often—very often—damn silly, but if, like Plato and the Fascists, we take away his right to criticize, we take away his right to appreciate. Now suppose you were the head of the whole show——


Reader: What show?


Writer: It makes no difference—an institution, a city council, a nation, a world. Would you like to be doling out necessities or amenities to people who just accept them dumbly as a tea-pot accepts hot water? No, you would not; at least I hope you wouldn’t. And perhaps even the analogy of the tea-pot lets you down. The tea-pot takes in water and gives out tea. So the human individual takes in anything you give him and promptly transforms it; he is ready to give you out again his own reactions—first, in thought and emotion, then in voice or action. The human being cannot experience anything—anything, mind you—without reacting to it both with his emotions and his intelligence. This being granted——


Reader: It’s not granted.


Writer: Never mind. This being so, it is inevitable that he should go on to let these reactions come out in words or deeds. Now you say he is not to commit himself to words, still less to deeds, unless he is specially qualified to do so—unless he is an expert. No one is to pass comment on anything unless he has a licence, issued by the bosses, to do so. No one is to pronounce a sunset lovely unless he has been recognized by your authorities as having a Grade A æsthetic sensibility. And no one if you hit him, is to hit you back—however ineffectually—unless he is a professional boxer. All you want is an ant-heap.


Reader: Ant-heap?


Writer: Yes, ant-heap. Specialization; efficiency; experts running in grooves. Automata dressing by the right. All you want is a right little, tight little, uniformed, chloroformed, totalitarian ant-heap.


Reader: You’re just going off into abstractions. All I am questioning is whether you, you in particular, have any right to be writing about the Zoo——


Writer: There you go again. How do you mean any right to be writing about anything? You’d put it a little more sensibly if you asked if it was any use my writing——


Reader: Well, is it any use?


Writer: How should I know? All I know is that there are a number of things outside whatever you might call my proper sphere—things which I like not as a specialist but as a layman. About such things I can write not with authority nor yet as the scribes but as a layman who honestly records his reactions to them. As there are in this case vast numbers of other laymen in the same position, I think that they may find it pleasant (and so, indirectly, useful, for pleasure is useful) that I should put down for them what they do not bother to put down for themselves. Everyone likes seeing things in words.


Reader: I doubt really whether you’ll put down much that they want to see in words; as far as the Zoo goes, all they want to see is animals.


Writer: Well, they will see animals. I admit that as a writer I can’t put over the appearance of individual animals, but Miss Nancy Sharp is doing that for me. I will give you both impressions and information and she will give you the pictures. She will draw the animals for you as they really look.


Reader: Personally——


Writer: I know what you are going to say. Personally you plump on the camera.


Reader: The camera cannot lie.


Writer: Neither can it discriminate. The camera is much too glib. The realism of the camera is not the realism——


Reader: All right. We won’t argue about æsthetics. Personally I know what most of these animals look like to start with.


Writer: Oh, no, you don’t.


Reader: Oh, yes, I do.


Writer: Well, what does a rhinoceros look like?


Reader: As you just said, one can’t describe it in words.


Writer: Well, draw it then. Here, on the back of this envelope.


Reader: There.


Writer: Is that an Indian rhinoceros or an African?


Reader: I don’t know. It’s just a rhinoceros.


Writer: My very good man, there is no such thing as just a rhinoceros. The Indian rhinoceros is totally different from the African.


Reader: Well, anyway, it looks pretty like a rhinoceros.


Writer: No, it doesn’t. It’s much too natural.


Reader: Well, so it ought to be.


Writer: Oh, no, it oughtn’t. A rhinoceros doesn’t look natural. You’ve probably never looked at a rhinoceros.


Reader: Excuse me, I’ve seen them before you were born.


Writer: Oh, yes, I know you’ve seen them. I merely said you hadn’t looked at them. You brought with you a preconceived idea of what a rhinoceros looked like—formed no doubt from the stereotyped representations of rhinoceroses which you had seen on your nursery bricks or in advertisements or commercial art generally—and the moment you got into the Rhinoceros House, up came this old preconception like a film between you and the rhinoceros. You take things for granted, my dear man. Now just let me test you. What shape is the brass knocker on my front door?


Reader: The brass knocker on your front door?


Writer: I suppose you don’t remember it? You knocked with it, after all.


Reader: I remember the brass knocker perfectly.


Writer: No, you don’t, old man. It isn’t brass.


Reader: Funny, aren’t you? To leave all this about rhinoceroses and knockers—I’m not an artist after all—and to come back to what we were saying. Even supposing you give your public some minimal pleasure by reminding them of something they’ve already seen or felt, is this achievement from your own point of view—I’m only considering yon now, not the community——


Writer: Very kind of you, I’m sure.


Reader: Well, is it really worth the trouble?


Writer: No trouble at all, old man. I like doing this sort of writing. You probably keep a diary yourself.


Reader: Very hand-to-mouth, aren’t you? What I am asking is whether you couldn’t be doing something either of the same sort—i.e. writing, or of some other sort, which would be both more serious and more useful—to the community as well as to yourself.


Writer: I thought we were now leaving the community out of it; but never mind. For myself, writing about the Zoo is enjoyable exercise. I naturally admit, however, that writing about the Zoo from a layman’s point of view is not a very serious activity. But at the same time I flatly assert that it is most important and useful and, indeed, serious that the less serious activities, or the less serious branches of serious activities, should continue to be practised. Twenty-four hours a day of whatever is hallmarked as serious—pamphleteering, preaching, praying, goose-stepping, grinding axes—would soon kill off the human race. I am strongly against the abolition of harmless frivolities.


Reader: Frivolities are not necessarily harmless.


Writer: Quite so. All fungi aren’t mushrooms, but I’m still going to go on eating mushrooms.


Reader: Perhaps they won’t let you.


Writer: Perhaps they won’t, but I’m going on till they stop me. You’re one of the people, no doubt, who would ban Beatrix Potter’s books for children because they don’t teach them any lesson?


Reader: Children are children.


Writer: So, to some extent, are all adults.


Reader: It is a side of the adult which we wish to minimize.


Writer: There you’re wrong. If you cut out the child altogether you produce a bore. Remember the real adults in Back to Methuselah?


Reader: They weren’t bores.


Writer: That’s what Mr. Shaw said. The child has two great assets; he is playful and inquisitive. The child that persists in the adult retains for him these assets.


Reader: Ah, yes, but his playfulness and curiosity must be canalized in the right directions. He must no longer just chase any butterfly which crosses his path. Every adult must have one job of work or one function; let him be playful and inquisitive about that.


Writer: Playful about his work?


Reader: Yes.


Writer: And inquisitive about something he knows already?


Reader: He doesn’t know it already.


Writer: In ninety-nine per cent of the jobs of work which people are engaged in at present, he will know very quickly all that he needs to know.


Reader: Well, as far as pure knowledge goes, I am all for people knowing things outside their own spheres.


Writer: Which they will get largely from books?


Reader: Yes, but they must be books written by experts.


Writer: Why?


Reader: Because what people want to know is the facts and only experts can give them the facts.


Writer: Only Julian Huxley, or his fellows, can give them the facts about the Zoo?


Reader: Yes.


Writer: But if I say I have been to the Zoo and admired the echidna, isn’t that a fact?


Reader: Yes, but it’s not a significant fact.


Writer: You mean it’s not a technical fact?


Reader: No, it’s not.


Writer: But some facts surely are significant which are not technical? If a man writes a love-poem saying merely in rather more words “I love you,” that is not a piece of information which could only be purveyed by a specialist and yet readers can enjoy the result.


Reader: Poetry’s different. It expresses emotions. Prose ought to give information.


Writer: But I just said that the love-poem gives information.


Reader: Well, I don’t think it does. It expresses emotion.


Writer: But you can’t express emotion without giving information.


Reader: Maybe not, but you can give information without expressing emotion.


Writer: It’s possible, I suppose. At any rate, it’s what the pure scientist sets out to do. But there are very few books, even in prose, which can bring it off.


Reader: So much the worse for the books.


Writer: Burn them, eh?


Reader: If that’s the case, by all means.


Writer: O.K. You get a box of matches.


Reader: What are you getting?


Writer: Oh, I’m getting the ink.


*


[Postscript: After all this talk of rhinoceroses, here is Nancy Sharp’s drawing of the African rhinoceros, Eliza. Eliza is nearly always in this position and always sulky. I saw her in the outdoor enclosure one day with her name scratched on her side—presumably by somebody’s walking-stick. More will be said of her later.]
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II


THE ZOO AND LONDON





THE LIGHTS ARE AGAINST US. THE MODERN WORLD IS supposed to be all hustle; it is really largely traffic blocks. While sitting in the blocks we can smoke or spell words backwards or think about the world around us—a world close as a migraine, noisy with grinding gears and screaming brakes, solid with petrol fumes and claustrophobia.


Our youngers and betters tell us to get a move on. And so we would if we could, but we have to wait for the lights. Some day or other the lights will surely change. Perhaps we can help things if we get out of the car and shout. But one cannot shout all day; the spirit may be willing but the larynx is weak. When we are hoarse, and in any case the noise of the street would drown whatever we said, we may as well sit back in the car, our foot tickling the accelerator and our hand ready on the gear-lever. And while we wait, we can see out of the side of the eye shops and shop-signs and people passing on the sidewalks—people we may never see again but whom we make notes on as they pass or before we pass them ourselves.


My car is now stuck in London—that great block like a timber-river. There is only too much to be noted here in passing—the cross-currents of the millions making their livings or living in their free time off. It is their free time off with which I am now concerned. As things may turn out in the future, people may (though I doubt it) find that their work gives them all the enjoyment—physical, intellectual or æsthetic—which they may require. That certainly is not so now. For ninety per cent of people their daily work is hack-work. They only come to life on their free afternoons and evenings, in their times of recreation. Such a divorce is unnatural, but while we are still in this unnatural state of affairs, we may as well examine what they think the sunny side of their lives even though the sombre side is the one which really matters.


Few people in London spend their spare time in the practice of religion or art or even sport. The younger ones dance or flirt or go to the pubs; the older ones gossip, pay calls on each other or go to the pubs; nearly all of them stroll in the streets or the parks and look at things—at shop windows, dog-races, football matches, Royalty stepping in or out of cars, and most of all, of course, the movies. But of the permanent exhibitions in London the one most frequented is the Zoo, which draws these days nearly two million visitors a year. Now what is it about the Zoo which fetches people? But first of all let us watch them being fetched.


London is a mess of houses interspersed with green. Its finest green patch is Regent’s Park, designed by Nash in 1812 and not yet ruined. Around Regent’s Park lie some of the most delightful parts of London—the Welbeck telephone district, doctors’ secretaries’ voices stiffening the wires with assurance; St. John’s Wood, which in spite of its mansion flats still emanates some of that elegant repose which surrounded the great mistresses of the Regency; Primrose Hill with its lights among the trees; Camden Town with its fruit-barrows, furniture piled in the street, rich in the smell of fish and chips; the long stretch of Albany Street with Munster Square behind it, a little dingy back square reminiscent of Dublin. If you drive to London from the North you ought to hit Regent’s Park; it would be wicked, in fact, to avoid it. Branch off from that horror, Finchley Road, at Swiss Cottage, and have a quick swill of greenness before you go down into the centre.


The magnificent terraces of houses around Regent’s Park insulate it from hustle. People play cricket here, sit in deck chairs, feed ducks. And though Mozart and Shakespeare are performed here in the summer, and on the south side the rich babies ride in their prams, it is really the lower classes who make use of its great green levels. Little boys kick footballs in all directions and hoot without respect of persons. I heard an elderly park-keeper complain that it was not so in the old days.


Regent’s Park is free to all comers but not so its chief glory. At its south-east corner and its north-east corner men stand with baskets of peanuts. And yellow A.A. signs, that peculiarly brisk yellow, direct the world to the Zoo. And the world—or a lot of it—goes. For the Zoo, as I said, ranks first among London’s public shows.


James Elmes, Architect, published a book in 1827 called Metropolitan Improvements—a pæan to Regency elegance. These improvements, he says, “have metamorphosed Mary-le-bone park farm and its cow-sheds into a rural city of almost eastern magnificence.” And he mentions as then in preparation the grounds of the Zoological Society, “that very useful and praiseworthy institution.” (Talking of eastern magnificence, it was in 1827 that Mohammed Ali, Pasha of Egypt, presented George IV with his first giraffe; see the charming oil-painting by James Laurent Acasse in the present Zoo offices, featuring a giraffe, two turbaned orientals and a pensive occidental in a frock-coat.) Two years later the Society published their first annual report, which contains the rather plaintive statement: “The Garden in the Regent’s Park is the principal source of attraction and of expense. The nature of the soil, which consists of a thick ungrateful clay, increases the cost of every work….” For all I know, the clay is still thick and ungrateful, but the Zoo has beaten it. Its visitors that year numbered 112, 226. To-day, as I said, they number about two million. Let us leave history for the moment and think of the present.


The Zoo occupies only about thirty-five acres and it is horrifying but at the same time exhilarating to think of the percolation through this tiny area of these two million faces, inhaling and exhaling, goggling and giggling and smiling and joking and smoking and puffing and pouting and yawning and looking in compacts, and of these four million feet, in brogues or sandals or sandshoes or suède or patent leather or python, pattering and tripping and limping and dragging and lagging and jumping and stumping and standing. And it is actually awe-inspiring to think of the gallons of tepid lemonade running up straws into mouths, the thousands of bags of stale bread—“twopenny stale”—that are clutched in hot, wet hands, the ceaseless popping of peanuts, the exchange of unnumbered glances between the visitors and visited—the people staring through the bars and the animals staring through the people.


The Zoo is like a vast floating multicellular organism in which nearly everything is on the move. A nucleus of comparatively stationary cells—the bears going round and round on their terraces, the lions five paces to the left and five to the right, the gibbons swinging backwards and forwards like quicksilver; but around and in between these the currents of faces that flow in from who knows where, South Kensington or Golders Green, and flow away again in buses—Numbers 3 or 29 or 74—or through black channels under the ground.


There is a great deal of noise in the Zoo but comparatively little of it comes from the animals. The gibbons and the lions can be heard sometimes at the top of Primrose Hill, but in the Zoo itself by day the main noises are human or mechanical—motor-trolleys, pumps, clatter of dishes, wailing children, hoots, guffaws and coughs, two or three foreign languages and all of the English accents—Glasgow, Oxford, Lancashire, Cockey or Midland—Coo, look at this, Coo, look at that—and the noise of small boys’ boots.


And the Zoo is full of flowers—roses, geraniums, dahlias, borders of catmint, yellow snapdragons, statice, bergamot—and full of weeping willows and ivy and of men watering and potting, of brooms and refuse baskets and penny-in-the-slot machines, of benches presented by Catherine Price-Powell, C. Bogler and Margaret Ironside-Jackson, of wood-pigeons, sparrows, cockroaches, rats who don’t belong there, of cast-iron decorations—rosettes and volutes, of the click of cameras and the running of engines, and, more emphatic than all, of blended smells—the smells of stables, cinemas, pigsties, town halls, saloons on steamers or eating-houses in slums, of beer, urine, tobacco, boiled sweets, horse-flesh, hay.


The Zoo is a cross between a music hall and a museum; it bristles with pathetic fallacies and false analogies. One never goes to the Zoo without hearing someone say that something is almost human. Sometimes they say this amusedly, sometimes sentimentally, sometimes with a jolly, matter-of-fact air to show that they feel themselves at home. And I think that many of the two million do feel themselves at home there—just as they feel themselves at home in the bedroom of Loretta Young or the racing car of James Cagney or a Shanghai Express or a Garden of Allah or a Lost Horizon.


The Zoo then is a dream-world that comes easy to one. Easier than the dream-world of the art galleries which needs so many keys to it. The same key does for the Zoo that we use to let the cat out in the morning. For everyone thinks of animals as potential pets—“Just like a great big cat! Fancy having him round your neck!” It is a nice sort of dream-world, and you can get into it for a shilling.


Most people want to be pals with animals—hence the great success, in their day, of the Tarzan books. The human being likes to run everything he has dealings with. When he reads the morning paper he likes to fancy he is running the League of Nations; when he watches sport he fancies he is running the sportsmen. He will not be interested in the pictures, say of Titian, unless he thinks he knows what Titian is driving at, and then he can sidle himself into Titian’s place and take over the driving-wheel. But with animals most people can assume imaginary control over or at least communion with the animals, and many people can, in imagination, identify themselves with them. When I was five and had nightmares about tigers, I remember having friendly feelings towards the tiger even when he was about to eat me because in a sense I was that tiger; I was looking out of his eyes as well as my own.


The Zoo ranks high as recreation because, like all good recreations, it calls forth our intellectual curiosity and our physical sympathy. All sports fans have both a technical interest in the performance of their favourite sport and a vicarious feeling of physical elation when the performance is good. So visitors to the Zoo are both curious how the animals work and instinctively sympathetic towards their methods: “Wouldn’t you like to be able to do that, Tommy?”


It is excellent that people should have things to look at. Some of our more priggish referees of the so-called Problem of Leisure are all for people doing more and looking at less. Thus the Soccer crowds come in for a great deal of censure as weedy parasites on other people’s muscles. Now it is obviously desirable that people should use their own muscles and brains and become themselves expert in any activities they fancy. But to discourage people from watching games is to forget that a game, like a play, is an art-form—is something whose pattern can best be perceived from the outside. The players have the élan, but we get the total pattern—and some vicarious élan by the way. Now just as no one can play every game (at least with success), so no one can see on his travels, much less breed, much less be every animal outside the human species. Hence zoos. The animals in zoos are professional animals. Like professional cricketers, they are there to show themselves off. They have been removed from the flux of life, from making their own living in the jungle, into a steady and one-sided existence where their job is merely to be on show. Consequently, like professional actors, they often become very dull.


Man, we are told, contains a world inside himself. That is just the trouble. To be a man successfully one has to be so many things. But for an animal it is much easier to be himself. Like the professional cricketer, he is a specialist in a comparatively narrow sphere. And nearly all animals are very remarkable specialists.


I very much like that new conception of evolution recorded by Gerald Heard in Science in the Making—“It is now believed that evolution is not by becoming specialized but by avoiding becoming specialized.” The human race, this implies, remains progressive because it has never grown up—“man, it now seems clear, is the baby-form which the ape outgrew, and the dog is the baby-form the wolf also lost…. We are changing by preventing ourselves from becoming set.” If we accept this sympathetic doctrine we shall go to look at animals in the same spirit of tolerant but entirely unenvious admiration in which we go to tea with our inflexibly Victorian great-aunts (supposing we have any) who sixty or seventy years back became specialized once and for all.


Aristotle long ago, in remarking that man was by nature bare-footed, naked and weaponless, decided that this was an asset—“For other animals have each but one mode of defence, and this they can never change; so that they must perform all the offices of life and even, so to speak, sleep with sandals on, never laying aside whatever serves as a protection to their bodies, nor changing such single weapons as they may chance to possess.” (Translation: W. D. Ross.) To this we may add that man’s nakedness is not only a utilitarian but an æsthetic asset for, as well as changing his weapons or tools, he can also change his dress and dress at will like a peacock, a bear or a snake. It is probably dress that has made it possible for both sexes of man, as distinct from the other animals, to be whole-time lovers; see what Anatole France says about this in Penguin Island. It is a retrogression when human beings begin to insist on uniform, on one-mindedness, on conditioning their offspring so that all their reactions are automatic. The Nazis may yet give us a nation of men sleeping with their sandals on.


In my view of animals I side with Aristotle and the other Greeks rather than with such enthusiasts as D. H. Lawrence, Llewelyn Powys or some members of the doggy press. I am more proud of what distinguishes man from the animals than of what he has in common with them. But the recognition that he has a lot in common with them—more than Aristotle thought—makes them a very much more interesting spectacle. I do not envy any animal, though I envy many of their capacities. I should like to be able to jump like a leopard or swim like a sea-lion or—needless to say—fly like a bird, but, if given a chance of transmigration, I should always say it wasn’t worth it. Better a quarter of an hour of gossip than all their fins and pinions. I must admit, however, while I am at it, that I shouldn’t think it worth it to become even an over-specialized human being—someone who was only a cricketer, a politician, a storm-trooper, a spiritualist medium, a pianist or a world-authority on any one square inch of subject.


But it is nice that there should be these very narrow specialists (though I wonder if among human beings one is any the better even as a specialist for being so narrow, for letting the rest of the man become atrophied) provided one needn’t be one oneself. So let us go along to the Zoo.
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Adopting the theory that animals are grown up and we are not, we should expect to find that baby animals are nearer human than adults. And there is no doubt that Zoo visitors find baby animals especially sympathetic not only because they remind them of their own babies, but because they remind them of themselves. Most adult animals (though there are many exceptions, especially among the monkeys) are inhumanly blasé. The big lions in the outdoor cages at the Zoo are provided with large wooden balls, but I have never seen them play with them. Few grown-up men or women could resist that temptation if they had so much time on their hands.


But go to the Small Cats’ House about ten in the morning and see the young puma, Bill, now aged over a year. Bill has a hard ball about the size of a cricket ball which he can handle with that unorthodox agility which European cricketers ascribe to Indians—scooping it up in one paw and slinging it across the cage in one unbroken movement like that of a fives player. He can take the ball on any ricochet and dribble it with all four feet. Not content with this, as the ball skims across the floor, Bill will swing himself under his tree-trunk and hang there by his claws before picking it up again while it is still on the run. It only seems reasonable to suppose, though, of course, it cannot be proved, that Bill gets much the same kick out of his ball-games as we do.


In the same way some animals like the sound of their own voices—gibbons, parrots, bell-birds, sea-lions, which often seem to give voice not merely or mainly to communicate, but just for the fun of it because they like the iterations in the air—the same idle pleasure we get when dropping pebbles one after another into a pond. So human children like making not only nonsense noises but nonsense jingles composed (at least originally) out of actual words, but repeated, sometimes ad nauseam, without regard for meaning.


Many animals also, I take it, are with us in enjoying most kinds of physical comfort—warmth and softness. Witness any cat lying beside the fire. Some animals are comfortable in positions which we may envy but cannot achieve. For example, the two-toed sloth in the Small Cats’ House who hangs upside down in front of an electric heater. In dreams we sometimes find ourselves slothing it like this, and it is very pleasant indeed; upside down suspension seems to imply an abandonment of the niggling, reasoning mind, of all self-conscious dignity. Psychologists, I suppose, if we told them we envied the sloth, would say we wanted to get back to the idle comfort of the womb.


And they are like us, of course, in their enjoyment of being stroked or scratched. Plato always took scratching as an example of the lowest type of pleasure, but I recommend anyone who does not object to giving this pleasure to others, to go to the Zoo and scratch the red river hog, Thekla. The more you scratch her, the more she stretches in ecstasy and the more you feel you are doing her a real kindness. A good time, in fact, is had by all.


Play, even among human beings, is not always conscious. People tap their feet on the floor, drum on the table, tie knots in their hair, roll paper into balls, whistle, hum, break up matches into lengths, when they think they are concentrating on something else. In the animal kingdom the borderline between conscious and unconscious play is hard to fix. But something which I should call play, or at least frivolity, is obviously not consciously practised by the animals themselves. I mean the way animals are dressed.


They come out in flounces and ruffs, in red-and-blue behinds, in rosettes and stripes and manes, in banana or double-banana bills, and some of this, no doubt, can be put down to protective colouration, but a lot of these shows, especially among the birds, can be only put on for the fun of it. Or, some say, for the purpose of sexual attraction, but this is a cheating answer, for why should one be sexually attracted by these trappings unless one likes them? And in any case sex itself seems to involve play. Look at the waltz-steps of pigeons when they are courting in the spring. It is hard to suppose that animals make passes at one another merely from a sense of duty, even if we call that sense of duty Instinct—a mystery word so often brought in to save bother.


“Glory be to God for dappled things,” said Gerard Manley Hopkins. Whether the animals like their own dapples or not, much of our pleasure at the Zoo is obtained from looking at these patterns which in the human world would certainly be called frivolous and would never have been tolerated by any of our English Puritans. But granting that it is very uncertain whether any animals are visual æsthetes, I would maintain that many of them are æsthetes in movement, that they enjoy, in much the same way as we do, the movements of their own limbs—licking their wrists after a meal or splashing in a bath.


Bathing indeed is one of our purest physical pleasures, and Virgil, I think, was right in imputing to his shorebirds a purely wanton delight in washing; the splash, the friction, the being peppered with cold, the thrust and tug of water—the pleasure of this experience goes for all. See how willing dogs are to fetch sticks for ever out of the waves.


Most animals, of course, have less fun in the Zoo than they would have out of it. In the Zoo they are in a sense superannuated. Our Victorian great-aunts no longer have the fun they had under Victoria. And representing the jungle in a cage can be almost as frigid an occupation as representing the people in Parliament. You can’t be chosen out as a specimen of something without, to some extent, becoming a false specimen. Just as the spokesman for a crowd is never a quite typical member of the crowd; because a crowd is essentially inarticulate.


These poor bears and tigers then have the job of representing to us beardom and tigerdom so that, like the spokesman for the crowd, they have in a sense moved out of their class and are misrepresenting that which they represent. (Arctic explorers, for example, think the Zoo polar bears are a travesty.) Now one of the chief characteristics of wild beasts is that you don’t see them, whereas the sole point of the Zoo animals is that they are there to be seen. It is not surprising then that, like our Members of Parliament who have too much limelight, they should develop undignified traits, selling their birthright for a tin of golden syrup. But, unlike the Members of Parliament, the bears are there involuntarily. They never canvassed for this, they spent no money to get to the Mappin Terraces, if they are hoarse it is not because of their speeches, they did not malign their rivals, they promised nobody the moon, they kissed no back-streets babies.


I go to the Zoo half because I like looking at the animals and half because I like looking at the people. It is like going to the theatre. The theatre is no fun unless there is a good house—unless you can eavesdrop, hear people catch their breath, say to yourself or your friends: “If one has a back like that one ought to cover it,” elbow your way through the foyer or the bar, feel yourself united by a merely ephemeral spectacle to people you may never meet again, and don’t really care if you don’t.


Or like going to a football match or cricket match. Watching cricket if you are the only spectator is deadly boring. But Lord’s for a big match is delightful. People keep getting up and sitting down and buying sandwiches and score-cards, and asking each other who is who and whether they remember last time, so that whenever, and if ever, something happens (for the wheels of cricket grind slowly) it is nicely set off against a great drab background of reminiscing and platitudinizing humanity.


Also the spectators give you a line on the game. The accumulation of their little individual excitements, all their little individual “Oohs” when a batsman gives a chance, creates something new—a huge communal excitement, an “Ooh” so rich that no one mouth could produce it. The spectators are also a bridge between yourself and the players. If the stands were empty the players would be almost in a vacuum, but, as it is, there are bodies and faces all round them, flowing round from the far side right up to you yourself so that you feel that the players, all thirteen of them, and the umpires as well, are encircled by your own enormous arms extended through the crowds in the stands. In fact you have them in your pocket. And when the players are more violent than usual and the ball comes somewhere nearer the spectators and a fieldsman running up to the railings acquires almost human dimensions, you feel as if an animal held in your hands is kicking. A grand moment at Lord’s this year was when in the Gentlemen v. Players match Bartlett hit the ball into the stands at the Nursery end. Sitting under the upper tier of seats at that end I could not follow the flight of the ball, but I could see the spectators lower down on my right ducking and holding up their hands. The animal was kicking good and proper.


At the Zoo the crowds always want the animals to react to them. They call them by name, point at them, throw things, make every kind of homœopathic noise. But they rarely get a rise—except from such animals as monkeys. From the animals’ point of view the crowd is insignificant—except as an appendage to food. And the animals no longer have parasols to worry about. In the eighteen-thirties the Society had to put up a notice: “Ladies are Respectfully Requested Not to Touch any of the Animals with their Parasols, Considerable Injury having Arisen from this Practice.”


The crowd go to the Zoo in much the same spirit as they go to Hampstead Heath or to the Wembley Stadium. Here I am at one with the crowd. I get from the Zoo a pleasure not essentially different in kind from what I get when going to sports or the movies. All these entertainments fulfil the two functions of pleasing the two parts of the child in me; they excite my child-like curiosity and give me, if I like them, a child-like physical pleasure.


The pleasure of dappled things, the beauty of adaptation to purpose, the glory of extravagance, classic elegance or romantic nonsense and grotesquerie—all these we get from the Zoo. We react to these with the same delight as to new potatoes in April speckled with chopped parsley or to the lights at night on the Thames of Battersea Power House, or to cars sweeping their shadows from lamp-post to lamp-post down Haverstock Hill or to brewer’s drays or to lighthouses and searchlights or to a newly cut lawn or to a hot towel or a friction at the barber’s or to Moran’s two classic tries at Twickenham in 1937 or to the smell of dusting-powder in a warm bathroom or to the fun of shelling peas into a china bowl or of shuffling one’s feet through dead leaves when they are crisp or to the noise of rain or the crackling of a newly lit fire or the jokes of a street-hawker or the silence of snow in moonlight or the purring of a powerful car.





NOTE


We have chosen the Watusi bull to represent the Cattle Sheds. I do not talk very much about cattle in this book—one of my graver omissions—but then the domestic bull is always with us, England’s most lordly animal. You go to the Cattle Sheds if you want to see fine eyes. The Watusi cattle come from Central Africa; the pair here was purchased in 1936. They are huge animals with smooth red coats; visitors remark on their smoothness. The bull here has the finest pair of horns in the Zoo, a hump above his neck and a heavy dewlap. He stands for hours on end, motionless, chewing the cud. He is one of the Zoo’s three most superb species of cattle, the other two being the bison and the yak; both of these are very much fustier, the bison’s coat reminding one of spring-cleaning when one takes up the underfelts, and the yak being, like everything from Tibet, weighed down with a mass of hair. The Watusi cattle are synthetic domestic cattle; as will be seen from the drawing, they have a touch of zebu.








[image: ]

WATUSI BULL












OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png









OEBPS/a023_online.png





OEBPS/a033_online.png





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/9780571299751_cover_epub.jpg
Faber Finds

Louis MacNeice

Zoo





OEBPS/a043_online.png





OEBPS/a012_online.png





