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The Human Zoo 

Yuval Saar 

 

Dr. Idan Yaron spent a year at the Biblical Zoo in Jerusalem, observing visitors 

as they looked at the animals and recording their conversations. He came up 

with some intriguing findings, now available in a richly illustrated book 

 

 

Dr. Idan Yaron (left) 

with photographer 

Sasson Tiram 

Photo by: Alex Levac 

 

It's 9 A.M. on a Sunday morning, three days before the start of the new school year. 

The Tel Aviv-Jerusalem train is relatively empty. Among the few passengers, it's easy 

to spot those who are heading for the Jerusalem Biblical Zoo (formally known as the 

Tisch Family Zoological Gardens ). They are usually parents or grandparents who, 

just before the end of the summer vacation remembered their promise, made months 

before, to take the kids to the zoo. Now they are telling the youngsters about the at-

tractions they can look forward to. The children are talking animatedly about the ani-
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mals they most want to see. Some are eagerly anticipating a visit to the elephants, 

others prefer the bears, a few remember what fun it was to see the monkeys on their 

last visit. An hour and a half after leaving Tel Aviv, the train stops at the station, a two

-minute walk from the zoo entrance. The line for tickets is short. Let the visit begin! 

 

There are no cages in the Biblical Zoo - deep trenches separate the animals from the 

human visitors. Even though the zoo is quite large, it's easy to find your favorite ani-

mal. But one visitor, Dr. Idan Yaron, is here to observe not the animals, but the peo-

ple. 

 

Yaron is a senior lecturer in the Department of Culture - Creation and Production at 

Sapir College in Sderot and in the Department of Sociology at Ashkelon Academic 

College. On his zoo visits, he almost totally ignores the animal denizens in favor of 

the human visitors. His book, "The Mirror Game" (Carmel; Hebrew ), summing up his 

conclusions, has just been published. It's neither a classic coffee table book nor a dry 

academic analysis. "I discovered that the unique encounter in the zoo reveals the 

face of people in a distinctive light," he says. 

 

The book's title alludes to Yaron's main finding. "One of the most fascinating findings 

is that zoo visitors engage in a spectacular 'mirror game,' embodied in human being - 

animal - human being reflections," he explains. The visitors observe the animals but 

actually see themselves and the other people, those close to them and those more 

distant." 

 

There are multiple examples. Almost everyone will recognize responses of zoo visi-

tors, which Yaron quotes verbatim. The comments arouse amazement, ridicule, nod-

ding assent, identification or rejection. The mother of an infant: "What a sweet ani-

mal. You're mommy's sweetie!" (kissing the baby on the cheek ). Father to baby: 

"Just look at that! So cute!" (kissing the baby's nose fondly ). Father to daughter: "Do 

you like the bear? You're a little bear yourself!" Pregnant woman to child and hus-
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band: "Look at that pregnant meerkat! What a fatty!" One girl to another at the hippo-

potamus compound: "If you keep eating bourekas for breakfast, you'll end up looking 

like that, too!" Woman to her partner: "You should have been a panda - they sleep all 

the time!" 

 

Yaron: "Generally speaking, I found that the visitors, the children especially, first of all 

learn a moral lesson: rules of human behavior about what is good. Second, the visi-

tors ascribe human traits to the animals in many diverse ways." 

 

Aside from the universal aspects, a visit to the zoo reflects many elements of the Is-

raeli experience, Yaron says. For example, the Israeli attitude toward sex and gen-

der. Two women are looking at the chimpanzees: "Tell me truly, isn't that the pose of 

Israeli men?" Or toward aging - a girl to her grandmother as they, too, view the chim-

panzees: "Look at that old granddad, he can hardly walk." A couple categorizing a 

bear family: "That's the mother, that's the father and that's the Filipina [i.e., the care-

giver]." An attitude toward ethnicity is seen when a father tells his daughter: "That's a 

Persian tiger - before he goes to sleep at night he counts his spots, to make sure 

none of them were taken." And religion is also not absent, as a Haredi man com-

ments on elephants standing with their faces to the wall: "They're putting a note in the 

Western Wall!" To which his ultra-Orthodox friend replies, "No, they're reciting the 

Priestly Benediction!" 

 

Food for thought 

Fifteen minutes after arriving at the zoo, I too find myself taking more interest in the 

people than in the animals. A whole world of verbal expressions and physical behav-

ior is revealed. I hear a boy watching three bears sitting idly say to his father, "It's like 

the way we sit in the Friday evening meal." Two young men watching monkeys swing 

through trees spot what seems to be a hyperactive monkey, prompting one of them 

to remark, "He must be a Golanchik!" (referring to the Golani infantry brigade ). A fa-



4 

ther looks at his daughter as she lies on the floor eating Bamba and says to her in a 

childish tone, "Who's eating like a hippo here?" 

 

What do visitors get from their time at the zoo? Do they leave knowing more about 

the animals? Do they absorb values of nature preservation? 

"People come to zoos for entertainment," Yaron says. "More explicitly, the zoo offers 

an opportunity to look at animals like a mirror and draw lessons about human behav-

ior. Animals are good for this because they resemble people in many features but are 

essentially different from them." 

Is this also the case regarding home pets? 

 

"Anthropomorphizing animals is a common phenomenon and is particularly striking in 

connection with pets. We have no tools with which to truly understand other animals. 

Many researchers and thinkers have tried to grasp the mode of thought and concep-

tion of animals, and the most accessible and simplest way is apparently through the 

human experience." 

 

So why do people visit zoos? 

"The story you tell yourself - that you are going to the zoo to look at animals - is later 

translated, especially if you go with young children, into a journey of lesson learning. 

It's a good opportunity to teach the children lessons about human behavior in areas 

such as order and cleanliness, game playing and other aspects of human relations. 

One of the major findings of my study is that the parent-child dialogue in large meas-

ure does not provide significant information about animals. 

 

"Parental behavior in this area tends toward the childish. Because animals today are 

very far from people - the urban population is not exposed to them on a daily basis - 

parents allow themselves to demonstrate total ignorance and say they know nothing 
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about animals. From this point of view, the explanatory signs are lifesavers for adults. 

They glance quickly at the sign and say, 'Yup, that's a lemur.'" 

 

What's special in the Israeli context? 

"You see the patterns of Western society in general, but the nuances and contexts of 

the cultural discourse reflect Israeli society. For example, aspects of gender and sex 

and the status of men and women. You hear very chauvinistic comments. For exam-

ple, a woman tells the man accompanying her, 'There's an empty cage here,' and he 

replies, 'Yeah, and it suits your measurements perfectly.' He identifies her with an 

animal and puts her in her place." 

 

As we might expect, food plays a large part in the family experience at the zoo. Here, 

too, the eternal question "When do we eat?" is of crucial importance. In addition to 

the places specifically set aside on the route, visitors decide to pause for a short rest 

or a snack. 

 

"Most visitors do not forgo the central ritual of 'lunch,' which takes place on one of the 

lawns or one of the many benches along the route," Yaron says with a smile. "Many 

people seem to have the idea that full pleasure is impossible without constantly gorg-

ing on food." There is no shortage of examples. In one case, a young couple tells 

their son at the very entrance to the zoo, "The chimps are fed at 11:30," to which the 

boy responds, "And when do I get fed?" 

 

Garden of people 

Shai Doron has been the director of the Jerusalem Biblical Zoo for the past 17 years, 

since it moved to its present site. "Idan hit on one of the things that most occupy zoo 

directors all over the world: our influence on the visitors, what they get from their zoo 

experience," he says. "I am neither a zoologist nor a veterinarian and I did not grow 

up with animals. I come from public administration. I was the director of a community 
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center and for five years I was the bureau chief of Teddy Kollek [the late longtime 

mayor of Jerusalem]. I think I am the only zoo director in the world who, when asked 

about his zoo, answers in terms of people and not animals. 

 

"Others can testify to our role in nature preservation and our involvement in 

ecological projects in Israel and internationally," he continues. "Nevertheless, the 

most striking element in the zoo is the human mosaic. On any given day you will find 

Jews and Arabs, religious, Haredi and secular visitors. Even the members of the 

most extreme Haredi sect, who do not take part in any social activity outside their 

community, come here in their masses. Even though we are a zoological garden, we 

are first and foremost a garden of people for people." 

 

Why do people come to the zoo? 

"The motives for a visit can be diverse, but it's not likely to be 'Let's teach ourselves 

and the children about animals,' or 'Let's get involved in nature preservation.' That's 

not why most people visit. They come here because they ask, 'What can we do with 

the kids?' The question is what they take from the visit, whether I can effect a change 

during their visit. I believe that the answer to that is yes, we can. The change might 

be significant or minor, but even if it's minor - if it's only that we induce them to show 

respect for a public space - we have done something. 

 

"We have 740,000 visitors a year. Our zoo is the number one tourist attraction in 

Israel in terms of ticket sales. We have 55,000 subscribed members. No soccer team 

or theater in Israel can match that. I assume that 2 or 3 percent of the visitors don't 

know how to behave, and our tendency is to be occupied with them, to say, 'They 

threw stuff on the ground and they dirtied the place.' I am more interested in the other 

98 percent, with whom we can do something." 

Such as what? 
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"Idan was the pioneer. Now we have a student from Ben-Gurion University in Be'er 

Sheva who is doing research here for her doctoral thesis on the effect zoo visits have 

on people's perception of nature preservation. She distributed hundreds of question-

naires. One day she told me nervously that one of the strongest findings from the 

questionnaires was that people remember the zoo's concept of cleanliness. They 

don't think about the otters or about the eagles project." 

 

Doron does not despair at this finding. "If the visitors came out of their zoo experi-

ence in Jerusalem - a city in which cleanliness is not always the top priority - with that 

idea, then we did something. It starts with the smallest aspects of treating public 

spaces with respect. Someone wrote recently that she wanted to spit out her chewing 

gum but didn't dare, because the grounds were so clean. If we succeeded in that, 

then afterward it will be easier to talk about nature and ibexes and eagles." 

 

So the stereotype of the unruly Israeli is baseless? 

"Yes. There has been a tremendous improvement. Israelis appreciate the 

investment, and if you invest in them, then acting improperly suddenly becomes un-

tenable. Consciously or not, Idan grasped something of that. I am convinced that in 

the long term we will see congruence between our aspirations and what people take 

with them from their zoo visit." 

 

Peeping Tom 

"The Mirror Game" is another example of Yaron's ability to extract findings and 

enlightening insights from unlikely places. In his book "The Toilet in the Symbolic 

Sphere" (Resling, 2005; Hebrew ), he examined how this repressed facility is repre-

sented in literature, the cinema and art in Western culture. "I have always been inter-

ested in marginal, borderline and far-end phenomena, in the interfaces between dif-

ferent worlds," he explains. "It's there, I think, that the most fascinating and challeng-

ing things are going on. You can often make inferences from the marginal about cen-

tral phenomena in human experience, which are my main areas of research. Like-
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wise, in my teaching and research I deal with subjects such as Catholic nuns, the Si-

cilian Mafia, army snipers, jazz culture, sex and gender in wartime and more." 

 

The reason he was drawn to zoos is simple, he says: "First, there is my interest in 

animals (we have two dogs, three cats, rabbits and parrots at home), but more than 

that, my interest in people. The zoo is a site that brings these two populations to-

gether. Zoo directors are the servants of two masters: the animals and the visitors. 

An ideal zoo must take into account - in addition to topographical, botanical and zoo-

logical aspects - the human factor, too, and strike a balance between nature and cul-

ture. It has to define properly humanity's place in the overall constellation of the zoo 

and provide a response to the needs of both the people and the animals. Accord-

ingly, balancing the expectations that exist for zoos is a constant and ongoing chal-

lenge to every director and every member of the staff. When the magic works, as it 

does in the Biblical Zoo in Jerusalem, the visitor feels joyful." 

 

What was your working method? 

"The best way to answer that is by a short quote from John Steinbeck's 'Travels with 

Charley in Search of America,' which also appears in my book: 'I am not shy about 

admitting that I am an incorrigible Peeping Tom ... [I] have never closed my ears to a 

conversation that was none of my business. I can justify or even dignify this by pro-

testing that in my trade I must know about people, but I suspect that I am simply curi-

ous." 

 

"To examine closely the nature of the visitor's experience in the zoo and uncover its 

patterns, I spent a year there listening and observing as an ordinary patron. I docu-

mented what I saw, but first of all everything I heard: it's a public place in which peo-

ple speak and listen to one another. The notes I took were seemingly about the ani-

mals, whereas I was actually writing down what the human beings observing the ani-

mals said. I mingled with the visitors as though I were talking on the phone or send-

ing SMS messages, and writing in a notebook as though observing the animals. 
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"I documented carefully conversations between adults, between adults and children 

and between children and children, without noting names. Because I only watched 

and listened - contrary to the usual scientific methods of conducting interviews or us-

ing questionnaires and the like - when adults and children of the appropriate age 

were together, I assumed that they were parents and their children. To simplify 

things, and in the expectation of not straying far from the truth, I called the visitors 

'mother,' 'father,' 'son,' 'daughter,' 'husband,' 'wife,' 'grandfather,' 'grandmother,' etc. 

When the age or other personal feature seemed to me significant, I made my own 

estimate." 

 

The right moment 

"The Mirror Game" is enhanced by many photographs taken by Sasson Tiram. The 

connection between Yaron and Tiram was initiated by Dr. Sigalit Hertz, the zoo's 

marketing and public relations director. "Even though Idan surprised us very much, 

his idea was breathtaking in its simplicity. After many years - already 17 - of being on 

one side of the experience, suddenly I was shown the complementary side, that of 

the visitor. When Idan started to talk to me about pictures for the book I thought im-

mediately of Sasson - not only because of his experience and our many years of ac-

quaintance, but also because his photography has an artistic aspect. I thought that 

Sasson would be able to convey wonderfully in visual images what Idan was convey-

ing in words." 

 

Tiram says the visitors they photographed were glad to be involved in the project. 

"When we explained to them that we were working on a book about people in the 

zoo, and not only about the animals, they liked the idea and most of them were 

happy to cooperate." 

 

For the past decade, he has been a freelancer. He has been taking pictures in the 

Jerusalem zoo since its previous incarnation in the city's Romema neighborhood. 
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"It's one of the few places in Jerusalem where you can take pictures with pleasure 

and also enjoy a sense of tranquillity." 

 

What is distinctive about the photographs in the book? 

"To photograph animals you need, above all, a special affinity with them. We have 

two dogs and a parrot at home, so I have a place in my heart for animals. Also 

needed is endless patience and a little luck. You spend a long time at each com-

pound so that when something happens you will be there to capture the moment. 

You also have to adjust yourself to the animals' times of activity and deal with differ-

ent lighting conditions. Over the years, I have forged close ties with many of the ani-

mals in the zoo, and sometimes I have the feeling that they are my partners, in a 

way. That allows me to capture the right moment, and that's what makes the photo 

distinctive." 


