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Abstract

Although zoos are popular with the general public, zoo animals rarely 
appear in literature as active individualized agents who assert their exis-
tence beyond serving as metaphor.  Three narratives set in Asia focus on the 
“zoonimal” in an attempt to show it accruing cultural significance particular 
to itself.  The stories invest various zoonimals with biographies; two of them 
integrate the animal as a bearer of its own meaning in human history, while 
the third posits a range of intimate human-animal relationships to de-center 
that history.  Phillip Jeyaretnam’s short story “Painting the Tiger” (2014), 
Yann Martel’s novel Life of Pi (2001), and Wu Ming-yi’s The Stolen Bicycle 
(Dānchē shīqiè jì單車失竊記2015) all foreground Asian zoonimals and 
challenge John Berger’s contention that zoos present only the marginaliza-
tion of animals in modern society.  Wu’s novel is particularly successful in 
establishing parity between animals and humans through mutual acknowl-
edgement of each other’s suffering.  It also presents a new paradigm of a 
regional narrative fully inclusive of the region’s biota that is both a necessary 
component of the plot as well as a significant contributor to a sense of cul-
tural identity related to place. 
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Before the 2020 coronavirus pandemic closed many zoos, they were 
among the most visited recreational sites in the world, attracting about 700 mil-
lion people yearly (Gusset and Dick 566).  Yet despite their popularity with the 
general public, zoos are usually depicted negatively in literature.  Unlike wild 
animals glorified in myth and legend, and pets immortalized as beloved com-
panions, literary zoo animals are portrayed as prisoners—wild freedom-loving 
creatures held captive for human amusement such as those in Ted Hughes’s “The 
Jaguar” (1957) and the white gorilla Snowflake in Italo Calvino’s 1983 novel 
Mr. Palomar.  They are also symbols of the oppressed, such as in the 1936 an-
ticolonial poem “Nostalgia for the Jungle,” in which the tiger compares his for-
mer life of wild majesty with his current debasement, representing the colonized 
Vietnamese:

Gnawing away my hatred in this iron cage, 
Lying low, watching days and months pass by, 
I despise these insolent stupefied humans 
Their small eyes staring, mocking the jungle’s pride. 
Now, in my fall, humiliated and confined . . . (Thế Lữ)

The few novels focused on city zoos usually present them as microcosms 
of human conflicts, such as in Diane Ackerman’s The Zookeeper’s Wife (2007), 
in which the animals are collateral damage, foils to the human drama in the war 
zone.  The books that present zoo animals in a more benign light are primarily 
nonfiction memoirs by zookeepers, the people who have had intimate contact 
with them, while one of the most damning critiques remains John Berger’s es-
say, “Why Look at Animals?” (1980) which, despite the concerted effort of 
many zookeepers to make improvements, asserts that zoos are nothing more 
than monuments to animals’ disappearance (26).  Berger claims that industrial 
capitalism has deprived animals of all their prior agency as the significant Others 
in human existence—key mediators between humans and their origins, whether 
as deities or companions (6).  Berger asserts that the zoo animal cannot inspire 
anything but boredom and disgust, and the gaze between the human and ani-
mal, once filled with intense extra-lingual communication, has become vacuous 
because the animal has become so thoroughly marginalized.  Berger belittles the 
zoo experience as sentimental, nostalgic, and wholly indicative of modern soci-
ety’s alienation from nature’s vitality (28). 

Berger’s condemnation remains a cogent argument against zoos, but dur-
ing the current Anthropocene era—in which every aspect of the planet has 
been impacted by human activity—when the habitats of wild animals are be-
ing destroyed and species are going extinct at increasingly rapid rates, zoos have 
become more committed to promoting environmental education and captive 
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breeding programs to insure the survival of endangered species.  Literature 
would seem to be a suitably nuanced medium to investigate the problems versus 
the promises of zoos, and to contemplate their purpose in the future as one can 
no longer presume the primacy of wilderness.  

The zoos in South and Southeast Asia have particular historical niches, 
for many of their animals are not exotic but still resident in the region (though 
barely) and were once intimately known to a largely agrarian populace.  Colo-
nization, the growth of plantation farming, deforestation, and urbanization all 
contributed to an increase in conflicts between people and wild animals.  Many 
of these public zoos were established in the early twentieth century by colonial 
administrators, or were private menageries of royalty and wealthy families later 
taken over by city governments.  Others were created as national institutions 
during the early years of independence. In the twenty-first century, however, 
several of these zoos are facing closure due to high inner-city land prices and 
their outmoded structures that are too expensive to repair, such as in Bangkok 
and Manila.  Some of the regional zoos serve as de facto refuges for orphaned or 
injured animals that would not be able to survive in the wild, such as in Yangon, 
Vientiane, and Phnom Penh.  At the same time, some zoos have been implicated  
in the region’s rampant wildlife trafficking.  They have been both inadvertent 
covers providing legal loopholes for illegal trade in endangered species (Oswell), 
as well as marketplaces, their own managers engaging directly in the illicit trade, 
such as the recent case at the Songkhla Zoo, in which a veterinarian shot the 
director-general of the Zoological Park Organization of Thailand who was in-
vestigating the disappearance of rare animals (Wipatayotin).  These dilemmas 
concerning animals in zoos and the roles zoos play are rarely taken up in local 
literature though they frequently appear in the media.

The region’s zoological gardens continue to be contested spaces—oases of 
greenery in crowded concrete jungles that serve as inexpensive parks for fam-
ily recreation, reserves of rare species, sanctuaries for injured animals, limbos of 
wildlife incarceration, covers for trafficking, and even sequestered safe havens 
that attract animals from outside into their precincts.  Zoos have the potential 
to be critical junctures allowing urban residents to contemplate how humans 
will develop their relations with other species and the natural environment, and 
yet, such considerations are rarely evident in the crowds of visitors, as they and 
zoo managements collude to prioritize amusement. At the 2019 meeting of the 
European Association of Zoos and Aquariums (EAZA), sessions were devoted 
to “how to tell better stories about the zoo,” and “how every zoo animal has a 
story but many have no storytellers,” while at the 2019 meeting of the Southeast 
Asian Association of Zoos and Aquariums (SEAZA) I promoted better storytell-



6	 Tamkang Review 51.2 (June 2021)

ing to emphasize its importance to the public’s perception of zoo animals.  Liter-
ature about zoos as mediated sites for human-animal interactions could provide 
the complex and necessary “back stories” to the relationships between the zoo’s 
animals, workers, and visitors as well as the shifting status of animals remaining 
in the wild, but few stories attempt to do this. Instead, an animal’s arrival at a 
zoo is often portrayed as the end of its history. 

Literary Zoonimals in Asian Contexts

Three narratives, across a rather broad swath of Asia, address the zoo’s pe-
culiar role in the cultural imaginary and give multivalent views about how nature 
and culture intersect in the zoo when the histories of individuals and nations 
are allowed to penetrate beyond the bars and moats of the enclosures.  Phillip 
Jeyaretnam’s short story “Painting the Tiger” (2014), set in the Singapore Zoo; 
Yann Martel’s novel Life of Pi (2001), set in a fictional Pondicherry Zoo but 
based on the Thiruvananthapuram Zoo in Trivandrum; and Wu Ming-yi’s The 
Stolen Bicycle (Dānchē shīqiè jì單車失竊記, 2015), which focuses on the Taipei 
Zoo, are among the few works that address the zoo in Asia, and consider the 
animals as autonomous individuals that transcend their metaphorical function.   
In addition, the last novel creates a paradigm for Asian ecohistorical storytelling 
through its foregrounding of plants, animals, and aboriginal peoples in its his-
tory of Taiwan.  The zoos in these stories present opportunities for interspecies 
relationships that, for some of the characters, are more important than those 
with their own species. 

Stories about zoo animals that incorporate their pre-zoo lives, their rela-
tions with people outside of zoos, their predicaments as endangered species in 
their native habitats, and as individuals enduring the trauma of living among hu-
mans can begin to fill the gap in history and literature to acknowledge their suf-
fering as well as their contributions to human civilization.  In her inquiry about 
the purposes zoos ostensibly serve and whether zoo animals are indeed wild, phi-
losopher Keekok Lee points out, and zookeepers acknowledge, zoo animals do 
differ from their in situ wild counterparts. Since they are increasingly born and 
bred in zoos, they are put into a distinct evolutionary stream (through genetic 
control to prevent inbreeding) and are trained to be accustomed to the presence 
of humans, which replaces their instinctual fear of humans in the wild.  She 
claims they cease to be wild and calls them “biotic artefacts” (82).  However, I 
call them “zoonimals” to indicate their particular existence in zoos, while leaving  
open the issue of their wildness.  In the three narratives, some of the zoonimals 
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have important pre-zoo histories: for example, the elephant and orangutan in 
Wu’s story are based on real historical animals.  Martel writes that the Bengal 
tiger, Richard Parker, is taken from the wild as a cub, and mistakenly given the 
name of the hunter that captures him as a result of a clerical error.  The contin-
ued use of the name keeps the irony of the tiger’s status as both the hunter and 
the hunted in the foreground even though the animal is raised in the zoo. 

The three narratives focus on zoonimal relationships with members of the 
general public who are not zookeepers, activists, scientists, or philosophers, but 
people, who from childhood, have been motivated to connect with animals in 
the zoo through their mutual experiences and particular sensitivities.  Although 
Berger critiques zoos as an inhumane illusion, a theatrical construct, and the 
ultimate example of deceptive artificiality in which living zoonimal actors  
unwillingly participate (25), these three narratives portray zoos as places of 
transformation for people on personal, social, and national levels that challenge 
our understanding of freedom, animal autonomy among humans, and our  
responsibility to them.

The three narratives also share two common tropes regarding zoonimals. 
The first is common around the world and pertains to the relationships between 
animals, children, and childhood memories associated with the zoo visit.  The 
second is particular to the region and regards the traditional views about ani-
mals in some Asian cultures as expressed in indigenous animist religions, and 
in the visual and performing arts, both folkloric and classical.  The central hu-
man characters in each of the three works encounter the zoo as children and 
establish an enduring relationship with it at that time.  When public zoos in the 
West opened in the eighteenth century, their initial purpose was for scientific 
study not children’s amusement, but by the twentieth century when most of the 
public zoos in Asia opened, taking children to the zoo was already the norm.  
This speaks to the trivialization of animals, evoking both infantilism and senti-
mentalism that Berger criticizes: “Adults take children to the zoo to show them 
the originals of their ‘reproductions,’ and also perhaps in the hope of re-finding 
some of the innocence of that reproduced animal world which they remember 
from their own childhood” (23).  He contends that the connection children 
make is less with the real animal unseen in the wild than with their cuddly 
stuffed toys and this sentiment is re-invoked in adult nostalgia. 

The three works focus on charismatic megafauna—tigers, apes, and  
elephants—that have a strong presence in Asian traditions and cultural life as 
mediators of spiritual power.  While not domesticated, they have historically in-
teracted with humans in multiple and complex ways.  Berger asserts that animals 
prior to industrialization “were subjected and worshipped, bred and sacrificed” 
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(7) and in some Asian rural areas these relations still hold.  While the three  
Semitic religions in the West eliminated animals from their spiritual pantheons, 
vestiges of these spiritual relationships remain in Asian cultures.  Myfel Joseph 
Paluga notes that while the various cultural and economic domains in which 
animals exist overlap, their status within one domain does not necessarily influ-
ence that in another: 

In Bali, snakes or dragons predominate in magical illustrations while monkeys pre-
dominate in folk narratives.  Two points might be derived from these facts: (a) that 
valuations given to animals could be domain-specific (i.e., a given animal is highly 
valued in one domain, like in oral narratives, but not so much in another domain, 
like in visualizing practices); (b) both story-telling and magico-mystical valuations 
of animals might not necessarily translate to ecology-oriented conservationist valua-
tion as this might be another cognitive domain.  These cognitive patterns, in tandem 
with changing social conditions, might be the reason why snakes or other culturally 
potent animal images are assigned symbolic powers but their counterparts in real life 
could just as well be overexploited as other ordinary animals. (121)

Paluga’s query could apply to the role of the Asian zoos as an intermediary 
space where the cultural imagery has roots in the local environment even for 
people living in cities.  Do the cognitive patterns he mentions interplay in the 
zoo visitor’s perceptions of the zoonimals or are they kept distinctly separate, 
and in which category does the zoonimal fall?  The fact that most people living 
now in South and Southeast Asia have never seen a live tiger in the wild has not 
completely diminished its symbolic potency and cultural significance, and as 
Berger concedes, the cultural marginalization of animals is a more complex pro-
cess than their physical marginalization (15).  Jeyaretnam’s story goes one step 
further to ask whether that will change when it is widely known that tigers no 
longer exist at all in the wild, and instead, live only in “tiger farms,” where they 
are harvested for their body parts, which, ironically, are supposed to confer their 
raw animal potency on the consumer.

The Ghost of Singapore’s Tigers

Jeyaretnam’s short story “Painting the Tiger” creates two parallel trajec-
tories, one focusing on a species that was once common and is now extinct on 
the island of Singapore, and the other addressing the historical development of 
the modern city-state.  He relates Singapore’s precolonial identity (as Singapura, 
meaning Lion City), its foundation as a British Crown colony in 1867, and its 
current status as a cosmopolitan center of Southeast Asia that is prosperous, 
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orderly, and verdant.  The growth of the nineteenth-century colonial port city 
required clearing vast tracts of rainforest for plantations as it also became the 
regional hub for the wildlife trade, patronized by collectors buying for Western 
zoos (Bender 59).  Jeyaretnam’s story emerges as a response to a photograph he 
includes in the text—the shooting of Singapore’s last wild tiger in 1930.

The story begins with the protagonist Ah Leong taking his son to the 
Singapore Zoo.  None of the indigenous animals inspire the child’s imagina-
tion, only the exotic Inuka, Southeast Asia’s only polar bear: “In front of the 
glass panel, the boy’s eyes widened.  He pressed his nose against the pane.  The 
bear swam up and, almost vertical belly to the boy, touched his own nose to 
the glass” (1).  Jeyaretnam does not mention that Inuka’s fur has turned green 
because of the algae that grows on it from the heat and humidity.  Instead, the 
bear’s movements and his apparent willingness to acknowledge the boy’s pres-
ence exemplify two key attractions desired from the zoo experience—observing 
the characteristic, and/or exceptional, actions of the zoonimal, and having direct 
personal (and if possible, exclusive) interaction with it.  Inuka was put down 
in 2018 due to age-related diseases, and despite the bear’s popularity, his death 
ended the polar bear era as there are no plans to acquire another given a change 
in policy about harboring animals from radically different climes.  While the 
bear captures his son’s attention, Ah Leong relates that it is the tiger that rouses 
his boyhood fantasies and he is eager to revisit the tiger enclosure to re-experi-
ence them and to induce his son to share his fascination. 

While watching the tigers, Ah Leong is riled by the other visitors taking 
photos, laughing at the animals, and commenting on the financial loss of local 
forests.  To block out the banal patter, he casts his mind back to the precolonial 
time, when indigenous Malays rarely saw tigers.  As solitary hunters, the tigers 
remained in the deep forest unless they were unable to hunt wild prey because 
they were physically debilitated, in which case they entered villages and attacked 
livestock.  When tigers were encountered, the Malays were averse to killing 
them because tigers ate the herbivores on the perimeters of agricultural fields, 
and therefore were beneficial to farmers.  Not known to be particularly lethal 
to humans as long as their prey were plentiful, they were nonetheless avatars of 
power.  As Southeast Asian historian Anthony Reid notes, the tigers’ ferocity  
was demonstrated in ritualized animal fights throughout Southeast Asia in  
precolonial and early colonial times (186).

Ah Leong seeks to commune with the totemic tigers of Malay and Indo-
nesian mythology, which, as creatures with human ancestry, understand human 
language and possess human souls.  Considered guardians of the forest, they 
stand at the border between the human and the animal, the living and the dead.  
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They can either embody the spirits of humans avenging injustice, or the spirits 
of vicious people transformed into ruthless tiger bodies (Wessing 376).  And as 
one’s own ancestral spirit, a tiger could offer protection and advice to those on 
this (human) side of existence (Chua 135).  The ancestral tiger is regarded as a 
keramat—a being with supernatural powers (Ho 159). Tiger numbers decreased 
due to both trophy hunting and campaigns to eradicate feared man-killers, espe-
cially as humans encroached upon their territory.  Their estimated population at 
the time of the story was between 3,000 and 3,900 individuals with three of the 
six subspecies already extinct.  In this vacuum left by tiger extermination, Ah 
Leong conjures the tiger’s spirit to be his guide and source of artistic inspiration. 

However, his relation with the tiger in the zoo exposes one of the problems 
of wild animals being brought into the cultural sphere.  On the one hand, he 
wants to connect with the precolonial tiger spirit and to convey the tiger’s im-
portance to his son as means of insuring its future survival; on the other, the zoo 
tiger he gazes at has no individual identity.  When Berger suggests that animals 
were both mortal and immortal, it was because species were seen as undying, 
“each lion was Lion” (7) or as in this case, each tiger is Tiger, and is imminently 
replaceable by any other.  In the current Age of Extinction, however, this is 
patently untrue as every individual of an endangered species is important and 
zookeepers attest to each animal’s distinct personality though it is rarely evident 
to the casual zoo visitor.

That night, Ah Leong dreams of helping the tiger escape only to awake 
with the realization it would have nowhere to escape to.  He imagines paint-
ing the tiger, conflating images of the zoo tiger with the dead one in the photo.  
Then he dreams of being a tiger and awakes “mid-pounce” to paint; “As I paint 
the tiger, I am the tiger” (5).  The third night, he communes with the tiger spirit 
who assures him, “We leave you behind, but we will never really be gone.  Our 
spirits will linger, in the wild places of this world, as emissaries from the next” 
(5).  Despite this comforting reassurance, Ah Leong laments that when his son 
is grown there will be no more tigers in the wild, but takes heart when the boy’s 
eyes light up when he sees the painting and exclaims, “Tiger, King Jungle.”  But 
how long can the idea be meaningful if the wild tiger no longer exists, when the 
jungle itself might be only an idea?  Can the spirit of the tiger truly communi-
cate through the living body of zoonimal?

Ah Leong imagines the tiger as a shamanistic mediator between his own 
overly regulated existence in Singapore and his romantic image of freedom in the 
wild.  He notes the loss of spirit that follows the destruction of the wilderness:  
“Once there is no big predator out there, we puff up with pride, believing our-
selves invulnerable.  But worse than that, our minds narrow” (2).  This recogni-
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tion of the price paid for his comfortable life is also raised by Berger, who states 
that when nature becomes a value concept opposed to social institutions “which 
strip man of his natural essence and imprison him . . . the life of a wild animal 
becomes an ideal, an ideal internalized as a feeling surrounding a repressed  
desire” (17).  In his painting, Ah Leong tries to capture what is left of his own 
wild spirit, but by doing so, he is also re-capturing the tiger in his art.  Com-
muning with the tiger is a quest for his own autonomy, but neither the zoo 
tiger nor the dead tiger in the photo is given a personal biography to integrate 
them as individuals into the cultural history.  In the absence of real living wild 
tigers, their precolonial presence in Jeyaretnam’s story is nostalgically idealized.   
Convinced his painting is imbued with the tiger’s spirit that inhabited him 
while he painted it, Ah Leong engages in the process of artistic creation that 
paradoxically releases his own wildness, and subsumes that of the animal.  Yet 
through the process of painting the tiger, Ah Leong also realizes that without 
the wild tiger, his painting would be meaningless, and thus tangentially asserts 
the tiger’s necessary autonomy.

The Tiger That Keeps Pi Alive

Although the preponderance of Yann Martel’s Life of Pi takes place in 
a lifeboat on the ocean, the novel begins with a long discourse about zoos in 
general and Pi’s life in the fictional Pondicherry Zoo in particular.  According 
to journalist Luke Harding, who visited the Trivandrum Zoo to investigate its 
impact on the novel, in 1996, Martel made daily visits to the zoo, and was ac-
companied by the director Mohammed Sali.  He paid particular attention to the 
relationships between the carnivores and their keepers (Harding).  From his ob-
servations, Martel created a boy whose affinity for zoonimals, and his acceptance 
of them as his extended family, is the formative part of his character and educa-
tion.  Although this zoo portion is mostly omitted in the 2012 film, its debate 
is critical for what follows between Pi and the tiger, his only companion and his 
nemesis, on their voyage.  It not only addresses whether a zoonimal is still a wild 
animal, but also how humans and zoonimals impact each other and what con-
stitutes their apparent versus essential differences, as well as how far the human 
imagination can go to explore the world according to an animal’s perception.  
By interrogating the nature of the zoonimal, Martel opens up the question of  
anthropomorphizing—its attractions, pitfalls, usefulness, illusions, and insights. 

Martel’s choice of the Bengal tiger is apt because the tiger is the iconic ani-
mal of conservation efforts in India, where about 3,000 of the world’s tigers live 
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(Sohl).  While Jeyaretnam poses Ah Leong’s zoo visit in the historical contexts 
of both Singapore’s origins and the killing of the last tiger, thus expanding its 
impact beyond the personal, Martel situates Pi’s zoo in a historical period that 
directly affected the tiger.  It is Indira Gandhi’s draconian 1975 “Emergency” 
and its suspension of civil liberties that motivates Pi’s father to move his family 
and animals to Canada, a journey which leads to their drowning and Pi’s 227-
day solo voyage.  Gandhi, in 1973, however, had launched “Project Tiger” to 
protect India’s tigers after it was discovered that only a fraction of the number 
thought to have been living in forests actually existed.  Naming it as the national 
animal (replacing the Asiatic lion, also endangered), Gandhi banned tiger hunt-
ing and instituted environmental protection of areas known as tiger habitats.  
Pi, however, makes no reference to either Project Tiger, the tiger’s significance in 
Indian culture, or its mythical supernatural powers, and focuses only on his zoo 
knowledge and the task of controlling Richard Parker to save his own life. 

In the zoo, Pi’s father demonstrates the predator’s instinct by forcing his 
sons to watch a live goat being fed to a captive tiger, and this lesson teaches Pi 
never to underestimate its wild mind when he is confined to a small boat with a 
tiger. However, because Richard Parker is a zoonimal, he has also been trained to 
recognize signs used by zookeepers, and this too serves Pi as he controls the tiger 
with a whistle to indicate his superior position in the hierarchy and to preserve 
their separate territory.  Pi also uses the threat of danger by rocking the boat so 
that the tiger senses his own vulnerability in the alien environment.  Pi survives 
his ordeal because he is also raised and trained in a zoo.  It is only their mutual 
understanding of the rules of control and responsibility—Pi must provide food 
or else become food—that allows them to communicate and co-exist in the 
cramped space. 

The book has been criticized as an apology for zoos.  For example, Philip 
Armstrong, a scholar of postcolonial animal studies, analyzes his own gaze at a 
zoo tiger and finds it correlates with Berger’s contention that “Yet nowhere in a 
zoo can a stranger encounter the look of any animal.  At the most, the animal’s 
gaze flickers and passes on.  They look sideways.  They look blindly beyond” (28).  
Citing the evidence of stereotypies—zoonimals’ neurotic behavior—Armstrong 
flatly denies that zoos could be either a “paradise on earth” for young children, 
and a “luxury hotel” for animals as Pi claims (178).  While the novel’s assertion 
that it is a pleasant place for both people and animals is excusable in a child, 
such a view becomes suspect and simplistic in an adult narrator, especially since 
the Pondicherry Zoo is both imaginary and idealized.  Pi accuses people who 
live in comfortable conditions of being misguided about what animals need 
and want: “Well-meaning but misinformed people think animals in the wild 
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are ‘happy’ because they are ‘free’ . . . The life of a wild animal is simple, noble 
and meaningful, they imagine . . . Being denied its ‘freedom’ for too long, the 
animal becomes a shadow of itself, its spirit broken . . .” (15).  He counters with 
the observation that animals in the wild lead “lives of compulsion and neces-
sity within an unforgiving social hierarchy in an environment where the supply 
of fear is high and supply of food low and where territory must constantly be  
defended and parasites forever endured.  What is the meaning of freedom in 
such a context?” (15-16). 

Judging the will to freedom for people, let alone animals, is complicated, 
given variable preconditions and expectations, as some people prefer security, 
stability, and safety in return for sacrificing some of their personal liberty, such 
as Ah Leong in Singapore. Animals must adapt to living with fear and hunger 
so that many of their expressions of wildness are actually pursuit and flight ac-
tions in the struggle to survive.  Once that struggle is alleviated, what they are, 
and what they do, are the main provocations for zoos.  Pi insists that by giving 
zoonimals freedom from fear, hunger, and disease, zoos fulfill their contract for 
animal welfare—a matter much disputed by Armstrong and other zoo critics.  
Unlike these Western critics, however, zoo workers in Asia often have a different 
perspective of a zoonimal’s life.  Jeraldine Shan-wei Teng, who surveyed visitors’ 
and workers’ views in several Southeast Asian zoos, finds that they often consid-
er the animals luckier than themselves: “The animals get food, water and a place 
to sleep.  That’s a good life!  I have to work or I don’t have money to buy food 
for my family” (156).  Thus, unlike in some well-funded and expensive zoos in 
the West, both workers and local visitors in Asian zoos are often less inclined to 
find animal welfare an ethical problem when many of the region’s impoverished 
people also live in sparse and cramped conditions.

Modern (and wealthy) zoos have extended their responsibility to include 
not only sustenance, but to creating environments conducive to animal happi-
ness.  Humans take little responsibility for the happiness of wild animals, but 
making zoonimals happy is a new mandate to elicit visitor and worker satisfac-
tion.  Pi, however, conflates animal happiness with his own, and being delighted 
to live in a zoo, he assumes the zoonimals are similarly pleased.  He does not ag-
onize over the zoonimals’ emotional and psychological needs; however, as soon 
as his life depends upon interpreting the tiger’s thought processes, he is bent on 
keeping the animal content, if not happy. 

As their situation on the boat becomes increasingly more wretched, Pi 
recognizes that Richard Parker is a both a constant threat to his life and a pres-
ence that keeps him going.  He becomes a newly conscious member of the 
food chain—as both prey and predator.  In contrast to his Edenic existence in 
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his father’s zoo, the lifeboat is an anti-ark, a hellish symbiosis because he has to 
exercise all his ingenuity to find food and water for the tiger as well as himself 
in order not to be eaten.  This is the freedom he earlier contends is the true con-
dition of the wild—though exaggerated because tiger and boy are constrained 
together in an environment hostile to them both. 

In the end, when the tiger leaves the boat for land, Pi anticipates an an-
thropomorphic and sentimental acknowledgment of their sojourn together: “I 
was certain he would turn my way. He would look at me. He would flatten his 
ears.  He would growl. In some such way, he would conclude our relationship” 
(284).  Pi assumes a bond has been created, such as seen in the heartwarming 
videos of wild animals recognizing the humans that had reared them, but, “He 
did nothing of the sort.  He only looked fixedly into the jungle. Then Richard 
Parker, companion of my torment, awful, fierce thing that kept me alive, moved 
forward and disappeared forever from my life” (285).  Rejecting any sense of 
bond, the tiger immediately reverts to its natural preoccupations, and so Pi as-
serts the enduring wildness of zoonimals, saying, “You have known the confined 
freedom of a zoo most of your life; now you will know the free confinement of 
a jungle. I wish you all the best with it.  Watch out for Man.  He is not your 
friend.  But I hope you will remember me as a friend” (286).  Pi and Ah Leong 
both long to preserve the tiger’s essential wildness, and yet, paradoxically, they 
also want to be the unique human individual who breaks through the tiger’s 
Otherness to commune with the wild being on its terms—to inhabit its world, 
and live to tell the tale. 

Like Ah Leong conjuring up the tiger spirit in his painting, Pi also artisti-
cally repossesses the tiger when he tells his story to the incredulous Japanese in-
surance representatives of the shipwrecked boat. When they do not believe him, 
he substitutes the animals that briefly survived on the lifeboat with members of 
his family.  Although the second version is more acceptable to his interlocutors, 
when he asks them which is the better story, they answer “the one with the ani-
mals” (317).  But it can only be accepted as a story, a fiction.  Berger concedes 
that the “animal of the mind” is still rooted within us in “sayings, dreams, game, 
stories, superstitions, the language itself . . . ” (15).  The reality of the tiger is 
again transformed into artifact; the animal disappears, having served its purpose 
as a foil to, and instigator of, human action, affecting a transformation in the 
human mind.  The two narratives begin with the heartfelt but compromised 
human-animal relationships in the zoo and end in the human realm of the 
imagination and creativity that subsumes the animal.  The two tigers transcend 
metaphor but do not achieve full autonomy.  By a more thorough integration of 
humans and animals in their intimate personal lives as well as in broader social 
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contexts interwoven throughout the narrative, literature can expand beyond the 
anthropocentric to the symbiotic revelation of the mutual impact between spe-
cies as shown in Wu Ming-yi’s The Stolen Bicycle.

The Elephant and Taiwan’s Ecohistory

The island of Taiwan has never had tigers, or elephants, yet the tiger 
was chosen for the flag of a nascent Republic of Formosa in 1895 that lasted 
only five months before the Japanese occupation, and an elephant, Lin Wang  
(林旺 c.1917-2003), became its most famous animal in 1947. While the fact 
that tigers were indigenous to both Singapore and India informs the two previ-
ous stories with their traditional significance in local culture, tigers have no pre-
established role in Taiwanese indigenous culture except symbolically through 
the subsequent influence of Chinese immigrants. 

Asian elephants, like tigers, hold a special place in South and Southeast 
Asian cultures for they were the animal prized by kings.  Although they were 
not fully domesticated, they understood human speech and could be trained to 
serve in war and later, during the colonial period, they worked in the logging 
industry, but their presence in Taiwan was an anomaly.  Wu Ming-yi’s novel in-
terweaves the biographies of elephants and other zoonimals with those of plants, 
insects, people, and objects (such as the bicycles) throughout the novel to create  
a fabric of Taiwanese ecohistory.  The novel highlights the interconnections  
between humans and nonhumans over long passages of time that include multi-
ple generations as well as the animals’ lives before they come to the zoo.  People, 
plants, and animals not only impact one another, but also are similarly affected 
by external events during the tumultuous periods of Taiwanese history: coloni-
zation by Japan (1895-1945), World War II (1941-1945), and military dictator-
ship by the Chinese Nationalists (1947-1987). 

The elephant’s story is told from several vantage points, including that of 
an elderly Taiwanese woman who tells the narrator, Ch’eng, how she cultivated 
a lifelong relationship with the Taipei Zoo, first located at Yuanshan (圓山動物
園 Maruyama Dōbutsuen, 1914)) and later when it moved to Mucha in 1986.  
When Japan governed Taiwan and was also exploiting the forest resources of 
Borneo, a baby orangutan, Ichiro, was brought to her school.  Shizuko (who 
retains her Japanese name) describes that when the orangutan grew too big for 
the children to take care of, one of the teachers walked him hand-in-hand to 
the Yuanshan Zoo, escorted by the entire school.  Later, she depicts herself “like 
an infant orangutan,” clutching her father’s back as he cycles her to the zoo to 
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visit Ichiro every week (261).  She learns about the other zoonimals, and the zoo  
becomes her home.  Similar to the episode of Ah Leong’s son with the polar 
bear, and Pi’s description of his research on the sloth that opens his narrative, 
the story of the orangutan is a pivotal prelude to the account of the central  
animal, the elephant. 

Lin Wang, although the most famous elephant, was not the first one on 
the island, and zoo-lover Shizuko describes her first sight of the orphaned female 
from Sri Lanka, Mā Chan, (1920-1950) on August 26, 1926, when, like Ichiro, 
the animal is paraded to the zoo along streets lined with people: “Most of the 
residents had never seen an elephant before, and couldn’t help being thrilled.  To 
them, an elephant was a rarer and more curious sight than death” (263).  Her 
memory of the occasion is not only synesthetic, incorporating all of her senses—
Mā Chan’s size, smell, skin texture, but she also imagines the elephant’s body 
as a terrain in relation to local geological features. Her impression of its entry, 
however, is not concluded until she notes the other zoonimals’ uneasy noises as 
they also register its foreign presence in their midst. 

Shizuko tells Ch’eng that the Japanese zookeepers held an annual rite for 
the souls of all the zoonimals that died the previous year, which later included 
those martyred in the war effort.  Mā Chan presided over the ceremonial duties 
until the zoo itself was bombed. When Shizuko returned to the zoo after the 
war, she found Mā Chan emaciated, but still responding when she called her 
name.  Most of the big animals had been killed (and eaten), but the zoo director 
had hidden Mā Chan in a tunnel and fed her himself until the tunnel collapsed 
during an American bombing raid.  The elephant survived, but not the man, 
whose death becomes entangled in Shizuko’s memory with that of her grand-
father who also died in the bombing.  Mā Chan’s story leads to the more com-
plexly imagined biography of Lin Wang. Wu integrates some facts of his journey 
which are on display at the zoo as well as imagines the people the elephant  
encountered. 

At the same time, Ch’eng’s search for his father’s missing bicycle to dis-
cover why his father suddenly disappears leads him to Shizuko, who has ended 
up with the bike, but not before he has followed many avenues to get to her.  
Like a stream meandering through a range of interactions, such as the history of 
Taiwan’s manufacture of bicycles along with the people who ride them, and the 
handicraft industry of aboriginal girls who hunt butterflies and the Taiwanese 
women who make their wings into “paintings” for sale to Japan, the narrative 
also flows through war stories of marginalized participants, such as that of an 
aboriginal Tsou soldier, Pasuya.  He is conscripted into the Japanese Silverwheels 
bicycle corps that is sent into the Burmese jungles during World War II.  There 
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he befriends a Karen mahout, K’nyaw, and assists in caring for a herd of thir-
teen elephants appropriated by the Japanese military until it is captured by the 
Chinese Nationalist army.  A Chinese soldier, Squad Leader Mu, then escorts 
the animals through China where they must perform tricks to earn their keep.  
Although both Mu and the remaining three elephants follow Chiang Kai-shek’s 
retreating troops to Taiwan in 1947, several years pass before Mu again encoun-
ters Ah Mei, his favorite and the last one left alive, at the Taipei Zoo, where he 
is known by the public as Lin Wang. 

Shizuko notices Lin Wang recognize Squad Leader Mu by sniffing his 
hand with its three missing fingers, and responding with a barely audible rum-
ble to his call of “Ah Mei.”  As he grows older, Lin Wang becomes increasingly 
cantankerous.  The veterinarians think he not only misses his female companion 
who passed away, but also suffers from a painful operation they had to perform.  
Mu, however, believes the elephant, like himself, is re-traumatized by war mem-
ories resurfacing with old age.  An earlier chapter “Limbo” relates the jungle war 
from Ah Mei’s perspective, and how even though he is accustomed to onerous 
logging work, nothing has prepared him for the horrors of fire and bombs, and 
the exhausting trek through foreign terrain.  The soldiers and elephants suffer 
together, and when the matriarch of Ah Mei’s herd collapses, they all grieve. 

Throughout his exceptionally long life (approximately 85 years), Lin Wang 
comes in contact with many people.  His living presence was an embodiment of 
the era’s turmoil, and his death was marked by three days of mourning in Feb-
ruary 2003, during which some 180,000 people paid tribute.  President Chen 
Shui-bian sent a wreath of flowers, and Taipei mayor Ma Ying-jeou bestowed 
posthumous citizenship; “Lin Wang was part of the collective memory of four 
generations of people in Taiwan,” Ma said.  “He’d seen us growing up, and we’d 
seen him growing old” (“An Elephant Not Forgotten”).  Lin Wang’s well-publi-
cized death differed from those of other popular zoonimals, such as that of polar 
bear Inuka, because he had cultural and historical significance, representing 
both the displacement of the Chinese who came in 1947 as well the oppression 
of Taiwanese and aboriginals under Japanese, and then Chinese, rule.  In the 
novel, the relationships both Mā Chan and Lin Wang have with various humans 
expand in ever-widening concentric circles to encompass larger social forces—
those of extermination, political oppression and war—in which both human 
and animal form special bonds through their mutual suffering. 

When Ch’eng finally recovers his father’s bicycle, his desire to find the 
proper original parts to repair it parallels the postmortem reconstruction of 
Lin Wang’s body.  It is because the elephant has acquired such significance in 
the cultural memory that great effort is made to preserve its likeness.  Wu re-
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lates how the pachyderm’s skin was immediately removed and a huge team was 
mobilized to reconstruct the musculature to capture its stance and expression. 
Sewing the skin onto the frame took thirty hours without food or toilet breaks: 
“At a time when every second counted, it was like they were attending not to 
a death but to birth . . . [when finished] they all collapsed on the ground and 
looked up at that gargantuan beast. In that moment they felt as if they were in 
a holy shrine” (320-321).  And thus like the two other zoonimal protagonists, 
Lin Wang is transformed from a living being into a human-created artifact, the 
difference being both the intention to preserve him in the collective, not merely 
the individual, memory, and the recognition that the animal presence supersedes 
the collective human effort.  By interweaving the central narrative with stories 
of people from Taiwan’s aboriginal communities and colonial pasts, Wu Ming-yi 
opens up the island’s repository of folklore, classical arts, handicraft industries, 
foods, medicines, and animist religions to tell about the lives of zoonimals—
who they are and how they came to be there.  While Lin Wang’s majestic bodily 
presence at the zoo is primarily a culturally significant artifact, a status rarely 
accorded a zoonimal, the novel excavates and lays bare his traumas shared by the 
individuals who cared for him—it provides the necessary backstory of his life.   

Gregory Bateson challenges the literary imagination to include various  
elements of the biome not as background to human events, but incorporated 
into them with their own complete stories, integrated on multiple levels of  
impact and dependency, and this should include zoonimals as well as wild ones.  
Bateson offers a counter-narrative to modernity’s exclusive emphasis on human 
affairs by proposing a biocentric storytelling aesthetic:

. . . thinking in terms of stories does not isolate human beings as something separate 
from the starfish and the sea anemones, the coconut palms and the primroses.  Rath-
er, if the world be connected [ . . . ] then thinking in terms of stories must be shared 
by all minds, whether ours or those of redwood forests and sea anemones [ . . . ], the 
evolutionary process through millions of generations whereby the sea anemone, like 
you and me, came to be—that process, too, must be of the stuff of stories. (12) 

Wu’s story follows this paradigm, intertwining all minds; the animal char-
acters emerge as bearers of their own stories.  Details of historical fact and real 
objects impinge on the fictional characters as they are tossed together, as well as 
separated, by military and political events beyond their control.  As a result, the 
Taipei Zoo, where the surviving characters meet, is a living archive of the nation 
and a site for collective revelation.  While the first two stories involve the more 
conventional trope the zoo inspires—one of escape—away from the zoo, The 
Stolen Bicycle proceeds with centripetal force, moving everyone toward the zoo 
where their stories finally converge.
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The Future of Telling the Zoo’s Story

Nothing in the three narratives justifies the existence of zoos; they are 
compromised places that offer a wide variety of encounters and inspire many 
kinds of reactions.  It is easy for people who can afford tours to Antarctica or the  
Galapagos to disparage the captivity of animals in urban zoos, but for the millions  
of people living in crowded cities, the zoo is a green space offering respite from 
the noise and pollution and an opportunity to see an animal they would never 
encounter otherwise, and, perhaps, even have a life-changing experience.  All 
three stories, however, also remind us that the majority of visitors still seek only 
banal amusement.  Pi describes Indian visitors throwing inappropriate foods and 
objects at the animals, a not uncommon practice in many Asian zoos; Ah Leong 
disparages the disrespectful commentary of businessmen and imbecilic tourists, 
and Shizuko—in her climatic revelation to Ch’eng about his father’s bicycle—
is interrupted: “Suddenly in came what might have been a class of preschoolers 
on a field trip, making so much noise I felt even more ill at ease.  I didn’t know 
how I could get Shizuko to talk again now” (287-288). The hordes of noisy 
students that terrorize the Taipei Zoo belie the myth of children’s innate affinity 
for animals.  However important to the narrators, zoos are far from paradise and 
many of their purported educational activities are clearly misguided. 

Modern zoos state that their four mandates are to further science, con-
servation, education, and recreation.  None of the three stories even mention 
zoos’ scientific or conservationist activities; instead they focus on the personal 
relationships cultivated from childhood—the most common introduction to 
the zoo.  For adults, the zoo can be a site of elegiac musings, provoking personal 
meditations about the role of the animal in human lives.  Berger writes that 
animals and humans have always gazed at each other across an abyss of non-
comprehension (5), but that the zoo forestalls any chance of meaningful contact 
because the marginalized zoonimals “have been immunized to encounter” (28).  
The three narratives, however, simultaneously not only acknowledge human-
animal mutual separation by an abyss, but also their penetration of it through 
empathetic suffering—their own and each other’s.  Something about the en-
counter with the living animal cuts through the cultural webs of interpretation 
and desire for patterns, meaning, and control, and strikes directly at the heart 
of all living and dying.  Encountering the zoonimal makes us think not only of 
boundaries, but also of our shifting views and desires toward animals along the 
vast continuum of potential interrelationships. 
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If zoos are going to evolve toward their ideal of becoming conservation 
and education centers, they need more good storytellers. Berger insists that zoos 
empty the animal of its “experience and secrets” (12) and yet, stories can refill 
the vacuum.  In such literary ecohistories, Ah Leong, Pi, and Shizuko do not 
merely look at zoonimals, they share experiences with them and more impor-
tantly, they reassert the animal’s mystery, dignity, and centrality.  Zoos need to 
do a better job of integrating the macro-histories of place with the micro-biog-
raphies of their charges so that more of the zoo-going public can be transformed 
by the zoonimals’ living proximity, and the zoonimals can have a greater oppor-
tunity to express the multiple dimensions of their lives inside the zoo.  
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花園裡的老虎，門口的大象： 
三篇有關動物園動物的敘述

摘要

雖然一般大眾對動物園非常熟悉，但是動物園中的動物鮮少在文學作品

中具有能動性個體出現，頂多只是隱喻而已。本文將討論三篇亞洲作品中的動

物園動物，來討論其深具文化意涵。這三篇作品皆將動物立傳，其中二篇更彰

顯在人類歷史的貢獻，而第三篇更探討人與動物密切關係來呈現人類歷史去中

心化的趨勢。菲利•惹耶勒南2014年的短篇故事《描繪一隻老虎》，楊•馬泰

爾2001《少年Pi的奇幻漂流》以及吳明益2015《單車失竊記》皆將亞洲動物園

動物呈現為故事主角，而挑戰約翰•伯格所主張動物園在現代社會只淪為邊緣

化動物的收留所。吳明益小說尤其成功的藉由人與動物共同苦難，而建立互助

關係，呈現亞洲區域文學中一個新典範。換言之，即必須重視並包含地區中的

動植物敘述以開啟在地性文化認同的新領域。

關鍵字：  動物園、東南亞、約翰•伯格、《少年Pi的奇幻漂流》、老虎、大

象、文學動物、《單車失竊記》


