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INTRODUCTION: ORIGINS OF THE ZOO

Although man and other living beings have always cohabitated on Earth, the relationship between 
the two has undergone drastic shifts throughout time, in which architecture has played a crucial role. 
Traditionally ‘the other’ has been defined as a method of interpreting other human beings based on 
differences to the self, eliciting alienation, perceived inferior status and discrimination. However, 
throughout this dissertation the term’s application will be extended to non-human forms of life, spe-
cifically non-human animals. Habitually, “we use the word “animal” as though it did not refer to human 
beings, as though we too are not animals.” “We have structured our language to avoid acknowledg-
ing our biological similarity” (Adams, 2004, p.75). I want to acknowledge this common misconcep-
tion and specify the use of animals as non-human. With this in mind, rather than ‘otherness’ being 
rooted in divergence from societal norms, it’s characterized by different forms of communication 
and intelligence. My repudiation of this widespread indifference and assumed superiority to other 
living beings has prompted me to write this dissertation. Why does ‘otherness’ play such a large 
role within modern society? Why do we feel the need to capture and control the unknown? How has 
architecture been complicit in this manipulation? These questions will be explored by analyzing the 
London Zoo’s giraffe house, penguin pool and lion enclosure. Thus illustrating how architects, artis-
tic movements, and societal ideology have shaped zoo design and perception of animals over time.

What does the spatial evolution of animal enclosures at the 
London Zoo between the 19th and 21st centuries disclose about 
mankind’s relationship to ‘the other’? 
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While the zoo eventually embodied the shifts 
in the human-animal relationship, other con-
finement structures were utilized to restrict 
animal mobility before its invention. Since the 
stone age when man created tools, the hu-
man-animal dynamic primarily took the form 
of predator vs. prey. Humans relied upon ani-
mals as sources of food. Nevertheless, within 
ancient civilizations worldviews were drawn 
from nature. Values based on animism, sha-
manism or totemism in indigenous cultures 
resulted in animals holding spiritual signif-
icance. Power animals were used as spirit 
guides during shamanic healing rituals. In 
totemism, humans developed kindships with 
spiritual beings, and animism attributed sen-
tience to non-human beings based on their 
possession of souls. Between 9,000 and 
5,000BC, man began to domesticate animals 
as companions and livestock. Simultaneously 
a switch from nomadic hunter-gatherer prac-
tices to fixed settlements introduced the con-
cept of agriculture as early as 6000 to 4500 
BC. Both contributed to the invention of the 
farm. At this point, animals were still seen as a 
means of survival, as tools. In 300BC ancient 
Greece and Rome, rulers used displays of vi-
olence on wild animals to exhibit their pow-
er over all living beings. “These encounters 
satisfied the voyeuristic desires of what was 
still a warlike society” (Baratay, 2002, p.25). 
Contrastingly, animals were revered when 
amalgamated with humans to produce hybrid 
creatures in Greek mythology. At this time, 
animals were held in pits, cages and small 
pens; the fights commonly held in coliseums 

and arenas. Exotic animals, particularly pred-
atory ones, were used as diplomatic gifts 
and avidly collected. Around the 16th centu-
ry, these blood sports lost their appeal due 
to the rise of civic life. Soon exotic animals 
were kept alive in private collections known 
as menageries. Here they existed as living 
trophies and emblems of sovereign pow-
er. Spaces like the tower of London menag-
erie held animals in pits and vaulted rooms.
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Fig 3. 
Neolithic rock art 

in Tassili n’Ajjer National Park, Algeria
(Gruban, 2006)
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Fig 4. 
Engraving of a nymph riding on the back of Triton (the greek god of the sea) by Hans Sebald Beham in 1523

(Beham, 1523)
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Fig 5. An animal fight in a private lion house, 16th century
 (Baratay, 2002b, p.25)

Fig 6. The Tower Menagerie in London, early 19th century
  (Baratay, 2002f, p.40)
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With the onset of the Renais-
sance, a growing curiosity about 
the natural world spread through-
out the 15th century. Artistic and 
scientific advancements and 
the spread of classical philoso-
phy such as humanism, marked 
this period of intellectual rebirth. 
Humanism emphasized the im-
portance of human agency as 
opposed to religion and intro-
duced new moral philosophy. 
Retaining attention on the human 
condition rather than ‘the other.’

The fascination with ‘the other’ 
prompted leaders to send mer-
chants and scientists on expedi-
tions to foreign soils in the 16th 
century. The lack of modern 
technology resulted in individ-
uals forcibly extracting parts of 
the external world to understand 
unfamiliar life forms. This acqui-
sition was not exclusive to ani-
mals; it concerned all ‘others,’ in-
cluding humans. Consequently, 
large fairs and human zoos were 
held in the colonial west, some 
of the largest hosted in London.

Fig 7. “Arranged scene of Zulu South Africans taken on a streamliner as PR material to advertise” Frank Fillis’ colonial 
exhibiton “Savage South Africa in London, as an accompaniment to the “Greater  Britain”  Exhibition  (Fillis, 1899)
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DISCLAIMER: I include these images hesitantly and aware of their sensitivity, but with the aim of critically illustrating 
the racist and colonial origins of the zoo, while raising awareness of an overlooked historical phenomena; the human 

zoo.
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Fig 8: Carl Hagenbeck’s ‘Galla Troupe’ in Paris (Hagenbeck, 1908)
A group of Oromo people who were kidnapped from Ethiopia, exhibited with zoo 
animals and forced to live in recreated villages
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Throughout the 16th and 17th centu-
ries, animals were commonly held in 
annexes, gardens, and courtyards. 
While man’s practice of hunting per-
sisted throughout this time, it spatially 
evolved to be contained within game 
reserves. In the 17th and 18th centu-
ries, cabinets of curiosities hosted rare 
objects to visualize the current under-
standing of the natural world. Alike 
previous centuries, “collecting was an 
instrument of prestige and the loftier 
one’s position, the more impressive 
the number and quality of the assem-
bled elements” (Baratay, 2002, p.30). 
A newfound intrigue in transcending 
normality led to the invention of the 
modern circus in 1768 England. Here, 
peculiar animal and human abilities 
were exhibited in spaces like the 
Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens in London.

Although the enlightenment fostered 
a gradual decline of anthropocentric 
views in the 18th century, new philo-
sophical thinking remained relative-
ly unconcerned with animal welfare. 
This age of reason characterized 
by political and intellectual innova-
tion subordinated animals based on 
their inability to reason. Immanuel 
Kant, the father of rationalism, argu-
ing “animal suffering is morally irrel-
evant” due to their lack of rationali-
ty and moral agency (Birch, 2019). 

Fig 9. A hunting park late 17th century (Baratay, 2002a, p.20)

Fig 10. An Italian cabinet of curiosities circa. 1600
(Baratay, 2002c, p.31)
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Fig 12. Circus poster promoting joint circus show 
in London. Poster depicts ‘The champion leaper’ 
jumping through a hoop over an elephant 
(Strobridge & Co. Lith, 1879)

Fig 11. “The Royal Vauxhall Gardens – one of several hundred so-called ‘pleasure gardens’ in 
London, designed to showcase the beauties of nature in otherwise built-up metropolitan areas”
(British Library, 1841).
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The evolution of the Versaille menagerie pi-
oneered advancements towards the archi-
tecture of the zoological garden. Previously 
access to this space remained restricted to 
the king’s acquaintances. In favour of de-
mocratization and the decentralization of 
power, a new establishment was called for 
by the public. Scholars sought to re-engi-
neer menageries for the sole devotion to 
scientific research. The animals were trans-
ferred to Paris and made accessible to the 
public, symbolic of their dissociation from 
the monarchy. Domesticated animals were 
introduced to the menagerie collection and 
merged with the existing Jardin des Plantes. 
Alterations made in 1801 rejected radial de-
sign and created irregular rural landscapes.

Simultaneously, nature gained significance 
independent from religion, as science and 
the church segregated. Urban life had lost its 
allure to nature, and the interest in symmet-
rical highly-controlled environments dimin-
ished. “A beautiful garden was therefore no 
longer one that kept nature in check, but one 
that restored its many facets” (Baratay, 2002, 
p.77). Man sought to reap the benefits of na-
ture once again, reconnecting with ‘the other.’

This architectural typology which merged 
botanical gardens with menageries, spread 
profoundly throughout Europe in the 18th 
century, ultimately paving the way for the cre-
ation of the first zoological garden in London. 
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Fig 13. Louis XIV’s Versaille Menagerie circa. 1660 (Aveline, 1660)

Fig 14. Enclosure at Jardin des Plantes 
(Baratay, c.1821-3)

Fig 15. Jardin des Plantes in Paris 
(Benoist, 1861) 9
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Fig 16. The Monkey House at the Zoological Gardens, Regent’s Park, London (Scharf, 1835)
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Fig17. London Zoo’s Giraffe House in 2019 (Buildington, 2019) 11



19TH CENTURY: 
GIRAFFE HOUSE

In April 1828, Sir Thomas Stamford 
Raffles founded the Zoological So-
ciety of London (ZSL) in Regent’s 
park to assist the “establishment 
and the general study of zoology 
by a museum of prepared speci-
mens” (Blunt, 1976, p.25). Its initial 
purpose was to breed domestic 
animals but it soon expanded to 
house exotic animals. Initially, ac-
cess remained restricted to mem-
bers and acquaintances of sub-
scribing society, mainly consisting 
of scientists and fashionable so-
ciety. This aimed to distinguish 
the elite from the lower classes.

ZSL commissioned the French 
colonial trader Thibaut in 1834 
to bring back giraffes from Su-
dan. Over two expeditions, eight 
giraffes were captured, with half 
of them perishing before leaving 
the country. The other 4, a female 
and three males, successfully 
arrived in London on May 25th, 
1836. Other than a female giraffe 
at Windsor Castle, these were 
the first giraffes to set foot in En-
gland. The Sudanese attendants 
then escorted the giraffes to the 
zoo. Here they temporarily resided 
within the elephant house until the 

giraffe house’s completion on 
June 16th, 1837. Decimus Bur-
ton, whom ZSL had contracted for 
the zoo’s layout, was also tasked 
with designing the giraffe house. 
Although 17 fawns were born, 
only about half lived more than 
a year, and by 1881 Thiebult’s 
stock had died out. The zoo was 
without giraffes until after WW2 
but has not been without since. 

Misled by a series of directors and 
architects, the zoo was threatened 
by closure in 1846. Declining inter-
est of the upper class, lack of sci-
entific credibility and desensitiza-
tion to the exotic led to record-low 
attendance. In response, the zoo-
logical gardens became redefined 
“as venues for the entertainment 
and moral improvement of the 
working classes” (Baratay, 2002, 

p.105). That year it became acces-
sible to the general public through-
out the weekdays and reserved 
for subscribing members on the 
weekends, eventually becoming 
open to the public consistently.  

Fig 18. This lithograph depicting Thibaut’s giraffes and their Sudanese attendants reflects the common western application of 
orientalism. It pictures non-western cultures as exotic, basing representations of cultures and people on stereotypes that per-

meate colonialism. The attendants were even asked to extend their stay to be pictured in various images. (Scharf, 1836) 12



DECIMUS BURTON 

The English architect Decimus Burton de-
signed many large high-end public structures 
including the London parks; Hyde, Green, 
Regents & St.James. Stemming from an afflu-
ent family, the Victorian architect was well ac-
quainted with the aristocracy and friends with 
Princess Victoria. In 1817 he began his studies 
under Sir John Soane at the Royal Academy, 
becoming skilled in neoclassical and Greek 
revival architecture. Influences that are evident 
within his work by their grandeur, symmetry 
and use of columns. ZSL commissioned Bur-
ton in 1830 for the layout of the London Zoo. 
His arrangement featured irregular landscapes 
around the enclosures with many intersecting 
winding paths that warranted non-prescriptive 
circulation. The park was revolutionized by his 
central promenade which responded to the 
diminishing appeal of urban life as cities be-
came polluted, noisy, overpopulated and filled 
with disease. The zoological gardens offered 
individuals an escape and opportunity to en-
gage with higher society to elevate their social 
status. Promenading quickly became a recre-
ation and wholesome outdoor entertainment.  

Fig 19. 
Plan of the Zoological 

Garden in1829 
(Scherren, 1905a) 

Fig 20. 
Gardens of the 

Zoological Society, 
Regent’s Park 1829 

(Baratay, 2002e, p.285)
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ROMANTICISM 

Sitting on the south bank of the Regents Canal, 
the giraffe house consists of a central block 
flanked by two lower side wings and an out-
door paddock. The 6.5m tall main brick shed 
features mosaic tiled walls, a central heating 
system, a low-lit indoor viewing platform with 
benches and 5-meter-high rounded doors. It 
remains one of the world’s oldest zoo build-
ings, still functioning for its original inhabitants. 

In 1850 the east wing was constructed to ac-
commodate hippos, while the west wing be-
came home to zebras, antelope and okapi. Fol-
lowing damage to the west wing during WW2, 
the giraffe house was refurbished between 
1960-1963 alongside the development of the 
cotton terraces which introduced other hooved 
mammals. This marked the application of Lin-
naean classification in enclosure arrangement, 
whereby animals were grouped based on 
physical traits (taxonomy). Enabling visitors to 
comprehend the natural world through direct 
visual comparison. During the renovations, 
moats replaced fencing and visibility improved 
via new viewing platforms. Likely following suit 
to Hagenbeck’s pioneering Tierpark, these 
changes foreshadowed his lasting influence 
on architecture at ZSL and zoos worldwide. 

Although the structure was more concerned 
with functionality than most Victorian architec-
ture, it remained ornamental. The Tuscan barn 
design embraced the cottage orné style of a 
rustic thatched roof cottage. This reflected ar-

chitects’ affinity for romanticism post-enlighten-
ment, where rationality was rejected. Lacking 
information about the animals’ native habitats, 
designers often sought inspiration from animal 
legends or the animals’ country of origin. This 
ultimately culminated in exotic, flamboyant 
and contextually-detached structures. Archi-
tects replicated human architecture custom-
ary to foreign geographies such as pavilions, 
castles and temples, completely forgoing at-
tempts to recreate animals’ native habitats. 

Fig 21. Illustration depicting visitors, Thibaut and the Nubian attendants 
“Giraffes – Granny-Dears & other Novelties” 

(Cruikshank, 1836)
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COLLECTING ‘THE OTHER’

The giraffe was as mythical as the 
unicorn until the late eighteenth 
century. At this point, no national 
institution for zoology existed and 
the stature of zoology as a sci-
ence remained uncertain. There-
fore, ZSL’s successful acquisition 
of giraffes became “a symbol of 
the promised advance of nat-
ural history” while establishing 
ZSL’s credibility (Ito, 2020, p.60). 

One could think, “Decimus Bur-
ton’s giraffe house was no more 
than a garden shed, albeit taller,” 
or that it’s somewhat successful 
(Hancocks, 2002, p.50). Unlike 
many other enclosures later found 
unsuitable for their inhabitants, 
it has remained functional. Per-
haps it was just a stroke of luck. 
Or maybe the zoo has chosen to 
ignore the needs of ‘the other.’ 
Despite our knowledge of giraffes 
and their needs immensely evolv-
ing, the space in which we con-
tain them has not. Many animals 
were transferred to Whipsnade 
Zoo from London Zoo based on 
Carl Hagenbeck’s discovery of the 
benefits of open-air, spacious and 
naturalistic enclosures. However, 
somehow these humongous be-
ings have remained put, even with 

more space available elsewhere. 

An unmistakable clue about man-
kind’s relationship to ‘the other’ 
lies in the simplest element of 
the enclosure, its name. House, 
a structure for human habitation. 
Never would a giraffe be naturally 
found within such a structure. Yet 
we place ‘the other’ in the same 
environments humans inhabit. In-
stead of analyzing the needs of 
‘the other,’ we relied upon taxo-
nomic similarity to other hooved 
animals historically housed in 
barns. Making design and wel-
fare decisions based on these 
unsubstantiated assumptions. 

Fi
g 

22
. G

ira
ffe

 a
t L

on
do

n 
Zo

o 
(n

at
ur

al
is

t n
ot

eb
oo

k,
 2

01
1)

15



Fig 25. 
London Zoo Giraffe House

(Jaschinski, 1992)

Fig 24. Giraffe House Interior 
(Newery, 1950)

Fig 23.
Ruins of Giraffe House’s west wing 
(Associated Press, 1940)

16



Overall, in the 19th century, zoos 
were sites of social exchange 
and status, more concerned 
with the display of humans than 
‘the other.’ They provided enter-
tainment and a space for moral 
reform. ZSL’s principal objective 
was to ensure the survival of its 
prized possessions. Nature and 
‘the other’ were idolized but not 
understood. At this time, zoos 
“competed in two principal ways: 
to have the largest collections of 
different species and to have the 
most majestic architecture”(Han-
cocks, 2002, p.62). These il-
lustrate the main imperatives at 
that time; collection and mainte-
nance of the unknown. Thereby, 
‘the other’ was seen as a trophy, 
something aesthetic to be ad-
mired, much like the architec-
ture in which they were housed.

Fig 26. The crowded gardens of the Zoological Society, London on Whit Monday in 1865  
(Baratay, 2002d,p.148)

C
O

LLEC
TIN

G
 ‘TH

E O
TH

ER’

17



Fig 27. London Zoo’s Penguin Pool in 1934 (RIBA, 2020) 18



20TH CENTURY: PENGUIN POOL 

Lubetkin’s penguin pool at the Lon-
don Zoo was opened in 1934. The 
30-meter-long elliptical pool fea-
tures a central double-helix ramp-
ing system and revolving fountain. 
It accommodates a glass-fronted 
diving tank and peripherally sit-
uated nesting boxes, while emu-
lating an egg shape in the hopes 
of penguin calls reverberating off 
the curved walls. Flooring con-
sists of “exposed concrete, grey 
slate steps, and red plastic rubber 
made of cork chippings, rubber 
and cement” (V&A, n.d.). Cantile-
vering of the 14-meter-long ramps 
enables them to appear effortless-
ly suspended mid-air, while the 

abutments counterbalancing their 
considerable mass remain stealth-
ily hidden. The interlocking ramps 
equipped penguins with a stage 
to exhibit “behaviours that spec-
tators might imagine them per-
forming in the wild” (Moran, 2014). 
Collaboration with the structural 
engineer Ove Arup resulted in this 
unprecedented use of reinforced 
concrete to create narrow sloping 
structures. While remaining theat-
rical, Lubetkin rejected the preva-
lent philosophy of naturalism in fa-
vour of functionality and sanitation.

Fig 28. Ramps under construction (Havinden, 1933)

Fig 29. 
Visitors in the 1970s peering 

into Penguin Pool
(GillFoto, 1970)
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Fig 30. Aerial view, sections and reinforcement details of Penguin Pool by Tecton (RIBA, 1934) 20



Fig 31. Early Sketches by Berthold Lubetkin (Lubetkin, 1929) 21



BERTHOLD LUBETKIN 
& MODERNISM

The destitution following the first 
world war instigated a craving for 
social and architectural rebirth, 
drawing architects toward rad-
icality. This period was marked 
by technological advancements 
that would enable shifts in social 
values. Emerging from the fallout 
of this era, it was Lubetkin’s con-
viction that it “was the artist’s duty 
to replace the real world” (Bara-
tay, 2002, p.254). The Georgian 
émigré fled the Russian revolu-
tion in 1917 after studying at the 
Vkhutemas in Moscow. At this art 
institution, he became familiarized 
with the avant-garde movement, 

constructivism. His 1920s were 
spent in Berlin and Paris along-
side prominent figures such as Le 
Corbusier. Then upon relocating 
to England in 1931, he founded 
the modernist architectural group 
Tecton. That following year Tecton 
received its first commission from 
the London Zoo, seduced by their 
bold design methodology. There-
after turning to other zoos and 
large-scale residential projects. 

Fig 32. Appartment Block ‘Highpoint I’ by Tecton in London, England
(Dell & Wainwright, 1935)

Fig 33. Villa Savoye by Le Corbusier in Poissy, France (Khoogj, n.d.)
22



ENTERTAINED BY ‘THE OTHER’

While aesthetically captivating, 
the enclosure caused an array of 
health problems for the penguins. 
The concrete’s hardness gave rise 
to arthritis, and the microabra-
sions from moving across the 
concrete after a foiled refurbish-
ment in the 1980s caused them 
to contract the bacterial infec-
tion, bumblefoot. Additionally, the 
pool provided insufficient depth 
for penguins to dive and forced 
competition for food with gulls 
and herons. The close proximity 
of the nesting boxes presented 
problems for successful breeding, 
as it conflicted with their territorial 
nature. Resulting in the need for 
hand-rearing of chicks. Their need 
to burrow was also unfulfilled, 
all these shortcomings ultimate-
ly prompting the removal of the 
penguins and transfer to the pres-
ent-day “Penguin Beach” in 2004.

The enclosure briefly housed alli-
gators but since has been devoid 
of function. Its status as an icon of 
English modernism has earned it a 
grade 1 heritage listing, making al-
terations unlikely. The space now 
remains caught between the past 
and present. Daughter Sasha Lub-
etkin criticizes the pool saying, “It 

was designed as a showcase and 
playground of captive penguins. 
Perhaps it’s time to blow it to 
smithereens” (Block, 2019). John 
Allan, the architect involved in the 
1980s renovations, deflects liabil-
ity at the design’s fault, arguing 
they “are the result of decisions 
made by London Zoo, rather than 
the designers” (Block, 2019). This 
poses the question: where did the 
negligence of ‘the other’ reside?

The design’s dereliction could 
partly be attributed to be-
haviourism, a psychological theo-
ry that lacked a theoretical basis 
at the time. It hypothesized that 
animal behaviour emerged mainly 
from interaction with their external 
environment. In this way, the artifi-
cial environment may be justified, 
relying on the adaptive abilities of 
‘the other.’ However, ZSL’s state-
ment “it’s unfortunate that it no 
longer suits the requirements for 
keeping penguins,” fails to ac-
knowledge that perhaps the en-
closure never suited the penguins 
in the first place (Wilson, n.d.).

Fig 34. 
Walt Disney films the penguins at London Zoo being fed by the keeper 

(Daily Herald Archive, 1935)

Fig 35. Model of Lubetkin’s pool with penguins (Havinden, 1934)
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Fig 37. Penguin Pool cross and longitudinal sections (Havinden, n.d.)

Fig 36. Penguin Pool before and after 1986-88 renovation
(Allan, n.d.)
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Although the biologist Julian Huxley was con-
sulted to guarantee the enclosure’s suitabili-
ty for the penguins. Clear prioritization of hu-
man comfort was chosen over the animals’. 
It was a conscious decision to replace “the 
original rubber poolside paving with con-
crete and a non-slip surface on the ramp for 
the keepers’ convenience” (Gould, 2022). It 
was also revealed that the incompatibility of 
the nesting boxes stemmed from the zoo’s 
choice to switch from an Antarctic penguin 
species to South American Humbolts that fa-
voured burrowing. Divulging an unwillingness 
to compromise at the cost of architecture.

Lubetkin’s enclosure ultimately discloses that 
mankind’s relationship with ‘the other’ remained 
stagnant between the 19th and 20th centuries. 
Although cages lost their bars, creating illusive 
enclosures of freedom. A stage replaced the 
cage, catering to the public’s shift of interest 
from exoticism to entertainment. The analysis 
of Lubetkin’s penguin pool reveals that pen-
guins were merely means of populating his 

sculptural landscape. Although animal-sympa-
thetic thinking was gaining traction, mankind 
seemed more concerned with flaunting new 
technological advancements. The role of WWI 
cannot be overlooked and could be partially 
held accountable for the negligence of ani-
mal well-being. Perhaps the extent of human 
suffering overshadowed that of ‘the other.’ 

Whilst possibly well-intended, Lubetkin’s as-
pirations for western civilization were blindly 
pushed onto the spatial environments inhabited 
by animals without consideration of its reper-
cussions. His anticipation of a socialist utopia 
where “architecture can be a potent weapon, a 
committed driving force on the side of enlight-
enment,” ignored architecture’s ability to im-
pair the quality of life of ‘the other’ (ArchEyes, 
2020). The large disparity between dreams and 
reality were not recognized. As Douglas Mur-
phy reflects, “modernism, like socialism, is all 
very good in theory, but people, or penguins, 
have to live with the results” (Murphy, 2019).
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Fig 38. 
Visitors feed the penguins at London Zoo (Fox Photos, 1936)
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Fig 39. 
London Zoo

 Penguin Beach 
(ZSL, n.d.)
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Fig 40. Bhanu & Arya in London Zoo’s Land of Lions (ZSL, 2022) 27



21ST CENTURY: LAND OF LIONS

On March 17th 2016, Queen Eliza-
beth II officially opened ZSL’s land 
of lions. The 2,500sqm enclosure 
recreates Sasan Gir, a village in 
Gujarat, India which resides within 
the Gir national park. Visitors en-
ter through a stone archway and 
can navigate three main walkways 
through the exhibit. It features a 
recreated “Sasan Gir train station, 
crumbling temple clearing, an In-
dian high street and a guard hut” 
(DCS, 2015). The imagined narra-
tive is that kids could help “forest 
rangers deal with a ‘lion-emergen-
cy’ in the Gir Forest and lend a hand 
to the veterinary team” (ZSL, n.d.).

The multidisciplinary architecture 
firm Ray Hole Architects was con-
tracted for this £5.2m development, 
ZSL’s biggest yet. Additionally, it 
was sponsored by Liontrust, which 
deceptively are not a charitable or 
environmental trust but a special-
ist fund management company. 
Currently, the enclosure holds two 
Asiatic lions, lioness Arya and lion 
Bhanu. Previously three females 
resided there with Bhanu before 
being transferred to Germany 
in 2021. As part of an ineffective 
breeding program to preserve ge-
netic diversity, which in 2017 was 

Fig 41. (Maharajah of Jamnagar after Hunting a Lion in Gujarat, n.d.)

found to have “50% of cubs dying 
within 30 days” due to decades of 
inbreeding (O’Donoghue, 2017). 

The Asiatic lion is an endangered 
species with an estimated popu-
lation of approximately 700. This 
species used to populate the Mid-
dle East to India and can now only 
be found within Gujarat. Previously 
the royal hunting ground, the Gir 
National Park is now the primary 
residence of Asiatic lions in which 
the population is slowly increasing. 
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RAY HOLE ARCHITECTS

Although ZSL was unwilling to provide archi-
tectural plans of this enclosure, a lot about its 
construction can be deduced based on the 
information available on the construction com-
panies’ websites and my in-person site visit.

The enclosure consists of 3 main areas, a flat 
plain that recreates Sasan Gir train station, a 
sloped dry savanna shrub forest with hillside 
steps by the temple clearing, and a rocky de-
ciduous landscape towards the entrance with 
artificial rockwork and a pond. The train station 
habitat features decorative elements includ-
ing stacked crates, a bench, signage, railway 
tracks and a deserted wagon. Most barriers 
within the exhibit consist of wire mesh or the 
low-iron float glass ‘AirGlaz.’ It allows “light 
transmission of up to 97% and reflects less 
than 1%,” maximizing visibility while retain-
ing its strength (Dellner Romag, n.d.). By min-
imizing the visibility of barriers, the designers 
aim to obscure the separation between viewer 
and subject. Creating an immersive environ-
ment that idealizes human-animal coexistence.

Fig 42. Sasan Gir Train Station Recreation in Land of Lions (Moreland, 2020)

Fig 43. View over lion enclosure towards temple clearing (P, 2018)

Fig 44. Rockscape and pond enclosure (Asian Voice, 2016)
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The enclosure doesn’t only con-
sider the animals; it also highly 
values visitor education and enter-
tainment. An abundance of inter-
active design elements occupy the 
terrain, including a bike where you 
can see whether you could out-cy-
cle a lion, interactive screens and 
a lion mane barber shop. Clearly, 
these playful features are meant 
to appeal to a younger audience.

For inspiration, the design team 
was able to visit Gujarat and Sa-
san Gir Village from which they 
sourced “rickshaws, bicycles, 
sacks of spices, rangers’ huts, and 
even a life-size truck” (ZSL, 2016). 
This site-visit alone exemplifies a 
profound shift from the homocen-
tric to biocentric. Previously the 
designers did not “go to wildlife 
habitats and analyze these places’ 
changing moods, distilling the de-
tails that create a sense of wonder, 
spirit and mystery.” Even “if they 
[did], they seem[ed] to focus on 
the animal species and return[ed] 
to their zoo with no full under-
standing of the sense of the place” 
(Hancocks, 2002, p.122). As op-
posed to the previous enclosures 
where decorative elements were 
minimal, in this enclosure even 
the ground is a “mixture of themed 
concrete, resins, aggregates and 

natural materials to create a per-
manent representation of the envi-
ronment” (DCS, 2015). Additional-
ly, this enclosure has educational 
signs and components of set de-
sign, transforming the enclosure 
into an experience rather than just 
a sight. All these immersive and 
landscaping elements play into the 
key principles of the design, natu-
ralism and landscape immersion.
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Fig 46. Land of Lions Entrance (Hughes, 2019)

Fig 47. Land of Lions High Street (Sears, 2016b)

Fig 48. Truck at Land of Lions (Sears, 2016c) 
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NATURALISM 

Zoos worldwide were forever 
changed by Carl Hagenbeck’s 
groundbreaking zoological park. 
The German merchant inherited 
his father’s menagerie in 1866, 
after which he purchased land in 
Stelligen, Hamburg and opened 
his zoological park in 1907. Ha-
genbeck was determined to ev-
idence the benefits of larger 
enclosures and open-air environ-
ments that emulated their natural 
habitats, for animals and visitor 
experience. Opposing the zoo 
design norms of the time, he de-
sired to demonstrate “that many 
tropical animals could acclimate 
to live outdoors in temperate cli-
mates” (Hancocks, 2002, p.64).

His pioneering use of moats to 
create pits and barrier heights 
based on the jumping abilities of 
each species, dismissed the need 
for bars. Hagenbeck’s Antarctic 
and African panoramas were the 
first zoo exhibits to group animals 
based on regional origin rather 
than taxonomy. He patented these 
panorama zoo enclosures, merg-
ing several staggered enclosures 
via hidden barriers to create sin-
gular theatrical stages. The first 
exhibit following this naturalist 

approach at the London Zoo be-
came the Mappin Terrace. Hagen-
beck’s discoveries revolutionized 
zoo design and set the stage for 
the inception of landscape immer-
sion by Grant Jones and Jon Coe.

Fig 49. 
Africa Panorama at Hagenbeck’s 

Tierpark in Hamburg, Germany 
(Spiegel, 1920)

Fig 50. 
Mappin Terraces at London Zoo 

(Guillery, 1914)
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LANDSCAPE IMMERSION

In the 21st century, the contracting 
of landscape designers for zoo en-
closures brought about immense 
change. While “architects are 
trained to think in terms of struc-
tures and the assembling of mate-
rials.” “Landscape architects work 
with landforms, natural systems, 
climate, micro-habitats, and veg-
etation.” (Hancocks, 2002, p.137-
138). Consequently, man-made 
environments more attuned to 
the needs of ‘the other’ emerged.

Landscape immersion sought to 
blur the separation between peo-
ple and animals by populating 
the enclosure and public space 
with the same plantings and land-
scapes. This mode of design 
strove for behavioural enrichment 
by giving “animals choices in their 
environments, striking a balance 
between stimulation and refuge” 
(Harden, 2004). A rare reversal 
of the human-animal hierarchy 
was enacted by extracting peo-
ple from their urban environment 
and transporting them into the an-
imal’s domain. Enhanced respect 
and admiration for the natural 
world being the desired outcome.

The landscape architecture com-
pany Jones & Jones revolution-
ized the industry by appointing 
nature as its priority, and first im-
plemented this approach at the 
1976 Woodland Park Zoo in Seat-
tle. Here whole bioclimatic zones 
were recreated via thorough re-
search of the site’s microhabitats 
and equal concern for its vegeta-
tion and animals. “For the first time 
a zoo was stating the presence 
of animals was not necessarily 
the primary object of the exhibit” 
(Hancocks, 2002, p.115). The key 
lay in dedication to realism and 
retaining authenticity in the tran-
sition between the various zones.

Fig 51. The Gorilla enclosure at Wood-
land Park Zoo was the first to use live 
plantings across the whole enclosure
(Coe, 2018)

Fig 52. Visitors passing through the 
Asian Elephant Forest 
(Woodland Park Zoo, 1989)
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PROTECTING ‘THE OTHER’

Initially ‘land of lions’ may seem like 
a prime example of landscape im-
mersion. However, analysis of its 
principles reveals its diluted inter-
pretation of the original ideology. 
Once again, the contracted archi-
tect is not specialized in a biolog-
ical science or landscape design, 
knowledge indispensable when 
designing for ‘the other.’ The en-
closure also breaks several of John 
Coe’s key guidelines of landscape 
immersion. Including, displaying 
animals with human artifacts such 
as toys or playground equipment, 
which he suggests “implies the 
animals are deviant or incomplete 
humans and perpetuates anthro-
pomorphic attitudes” (Coe, 1982). 
Also having people look down on 
animals, “puts the animal in poten-
tially stressful subordinate posi-
tions and only emphasizes human 
dominance” (Coe, 1982). In this 
way, the enclosure evidences a 
lack of true understanding of the 
philosophy. Rather than investi-
gating the needs of ‘the other,’ de-
signers revert to visual mimicking. 
Apathetic attempts at landscape 
immersion thereby risk visual 
authenticity taking precedence 
over the welfare of the animals.

As opposed to the giraffe house 
and penguin pool, the name “land 
of lions’’ acknowledges animal au-
thority over the natural world. This 
less anthropocentric title doesn’t 
evoke images of human structures 
and decentralizes human pres-
ence. Reinstating ‘the other’ with 
respect. Also, rather than the en-
closure layout being taxonomic, 
this immersive enclosure is dedi-
cated to a single species, avoiding 
comparison altogether. As a result, 
a more intentional learning experi-
ence is created where viewers are 
attentive to a single being. Lastly, 
rulers used to rely on animals as 
symbols of power but “nowadays 
the power of our leaders is amply 
demonstrated by their command 
of nuclear weapons” (Jamieson, 
2002). So why is the royal fami-
ly still investing in such pursuits?
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While this enclosure successfully 
demonstrates how humans and 
animals can harmoniously coexist. 
I wonder why the exhibit should 
prioritize this over their natural 
environment. In this way, animals 
become embedded in urban envi-
ronments which might not reflect 
their ideal habitats. Perhaps the 
healthiest future for this species 
involves minimal human presence. 
Good intentions aside, the enclo-
sure takes an anthropocentric 
approach. We claim to be acting 
in the interest of ‘the other’ while 
failing to recognize the irony of our 
actions. Centuries of human inter-

vention triggered mass extinctions 
and now are the only salvation. 
But our methods remain self-serv-
ing and fixated on human control. 
Zoo exhibits are arranged based 
on animals’ perceived aesthetic 
value rather than their ecological 
one. Rather than implementing 
measures that protect animals 
in their native habitats, we bring 
‘the other’ to us, bartering their 
protection for our entertainment.

Land of Lions is just one of many 
exhibitions erected in the name of 
conservation. In 1991 London Zoo 
was once again set for closure, 

managing to make a miraculous 
recovery through its reformation 
as a conservation site for endan-
gered species. With the growing 
momentum of the animal rights 
movement in the 21st century, 
zoos recognized that their exis-
tence was not justified as enter-
tainment facilities. Consequently, 
many aligned themselves with 
conservation programs. Howev-
er, now zoos are making captive 
breeding programs out to be No-
ah’s Ark. Perpetuating the idea 
that endangered species can be 
saved purely through zoos, which 
generates a frightening sense of 

public complacency. Overall, this 
enclosure denotes a desire to 
protect ‘the other’ and a much-im-
proved sensitivity to their needs, 
with much room for improvement.
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Fig 55. 
Bhanu opening Christmas present of edible 

treats (Gavriella, 2021)
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CONCLUSION

Throughout the 19th and 21st centu-
ries, the zoo’s architectural typology 
has undergone minor transforma-
tions. Yet we claim its institutional 
function has changed. While the 
zoo may now intend to be a space 
of education and conservation, the 
fact remains that most individuals 
attend the zoo for recreation. “Sure 
we ‘do education,’ but the hook is 
recreation” (Armstrong and Botzler, 
2016, p.483). Visitors spend be-
tween 8 seconds to a minute viewing 
an animal, skimming over education-
al writing, then returning home with 
meagre new animal facts. So if the 
audience isn’t taking away what’s 
intended, can we genuinely de-
clare it an environmental institution?

London Zoo’s enclosures visibly dis-
close this divorce of intent and effect. 
Burton’s giraffe house demonstrated 
mankind’s attempt to understand 
nature by forcible collection. Lub-
etkin’s penguin pool revealed man-
kind’s disregard for the needs of 
‘the other’ in favour of technologi-
cal advancements and aesthetics. 
While Ray Hole architects’ land of 
lions exhibit fronts as a conservation 
haven but values visitor experience 
more than that of its inhabitants.

Each of these enclosures presents 
anthropocentric methods of ad-
dressing ‘the other.’ Here human 
needs are prioritized, or their needs 
are interpreted in a manner that suits 
mankind and keeps them depen-
dent on us. These design approach-
es to zoo enclosures directly reflect 
the prevalent outlook on animals at 
these times. Before the 19th cen-
tury ‘the other’ was a tool or an ob-
ject of status. With the onset of the 
19th century and romanticism, they 
became a collectible commodity. 
Then in the 20th century, modern-
ism helped present ‘the other’ as 
an escapist form of entertainment. 
Now in the 21st century, mankind 
recognizes ‘the others’ fragility and 
imperative for human survival. In re-
sponse, we aspire to protect them. 

Nevertheless, the need to control the 
unknown out of fear has remained 
fixed across these centuries. We’re 
fascinated by their wildness and 
that very fascination compels us 
to restrict it. In its abundant forms, 
the cage remains the site of this re-
striction. However, growing empa-
thy and appreciation for ‘the other’ 
made these sites uncomfortable. 
Prompting us to soften the cage, 
obscuring it with architecture. Al-
though the cage is now much soft-
er, it still exists, simply out of sight. 

Fig 56 & 57. The endangered Bald Ibis at the London Zoo 
(Lehmann, 2022b&a) 36



It doesn’t surprise me that some 
consider architects “the most 
dangerous animal in the zoo” 
(Roberts, 2021). Architects hold 
positions of power where they 
construct zoo animals’ whole qual-
ity of life. We must honour this pre-
carious position and design digni-
fied spaces for ‘the other.’ Naming 
enclosures after natural habitats 
instead of human structures sig-
nal a gentle progression toward 
biocentrism. Occasionally land-
scape designers and zoological 
professionals are commissioned 
rather than commercial architec-

ture firms. Also, zoos now attempt 
to reproduce whole microbiomes 
rather than clumsily piecing to-
gether the habitats of individual 
species. But do these improve-
ments justify the zoo’s existence?

Although wildlife reserves better 
suit conservation, the zoo’s firm 
establishment makes its aboli-
tion highly unlikely. So if it won’t 
be discontinued, we must use 
its potential to serve the greater 
good. In addition to zoo architec-
ture changing to provide dignified 
spaces for animals, its purpose 

and use must change. Ideally this 
would involve a comprehensive 
remodelling where zoos educate 
the public about the complex dy-
namics of ecological systems and 
importance of biodiversity, to paint 
a holistic view of our interdepen-
dence on all living beings. They 
should instill in the public a willing-
ness to compromise their lifestyles 
and make sacrifices for the plan-
et’s health. Zoos would also need 
to divert their efforts from species 
preservation to habitat conser-
vation. It does no good to save 
animal species from extinction if 

we decimate their habitats in the 
meantime. This must be a global 
effort with collaborations between 
all natural and cultural institutions 
that fuel a universal love of nature.
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Fig 58. 
Orangutan in cleared forest (GBM, n.d.)
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In conclusion, the spatial evolution of 
animal enclosures at the London Zoo reveals 
a vast disconnection between mankind and 
‘the other.’ A disconnection that is destroy-
ing the planet emotionally, socially and envi-
ronmentally. The implications of our societal 
practice of ‘othering’ have drastic conse-
quences for mankind and all living beings. 
Speciesism “legitimizes the ill-treatment 
of those humans who [are] in a supposed-
ly animal condition” (Adams, 2004, p.55). 
Thereby it condones the oppression of indi-
viduals based on race, class, disability and 
gender. Recognition and love for ‘the other’ 
could thus remedy worldwide social injus-
tices and the climate crisis, objectives which 
architecture must pursue and back actively. 
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Fig 59. A visitor with a polar bear at Hanover Zoo’s Yukon Bay (alamy, 2012)
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VISUAL ESSAY RATIONALE

My visual essay investigates our site, Peck-
ham Levels and its surrounding area from the 
perspective of ‘the other.’ More specifically pi-
geons; a strain of the area’s prominent wildlife. 
Placing the viewer face to face and at the same 
eye level as these animals aims to get us to re-
consider our interactions with and perceptions 
of them. Documenting pigeons via film enabled 
me to visually document the daily lives of these 
fleeting and fast-paced beings, and compare 
their existence with and without human pres-
ence. After spending weeks observing how hu-
mans and animals interact at the Holly Grove 
Shrubbery (a local pigeon hotspot), I became 
aware of these interactions’ passive and hos-
tile nature. I’d hereby like to evoke a newfound 
appreciation and respect for pigeons and other 
urban wildlife. 
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