The ‘cool’ penguins in Japan: Images of marine creatures made by aquariums and other media
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Abstract

“Is the message of exhibition really communicated to visitors?” To answer this question, taking the example of penguin exhibitions at zoos and aquariums in Japan, we undertook a study to review the history of penguin exhibitions and conducted three surveys: “Exhibition Concepts,” “Actual Exhibitions” and “Visitors’ Impressions” of these exhibitions. Television and advertising have made extensive use of penguins, creating the image of these birds as animals living only in polar regions. Probably as a reflection of these widespread images, even temperate species have been exhibited on imitation iceberg settings in many zoos and aquariums. Recently, however, these imitation iceberg settings have been repainted in brown or covered with sand and plants to rectify the message to visitors concerning the true situation of penguins in the wild. The visitors’ survey indicated that the message was not sufficiently assimilated by visitors. This emphasizes the need to perceive and understand visitors’ interests more accurately in order to devise more convincing exhibitions to get these messages across to them.

Résumé

Les visiteurs reçoivent-ils le message que leur adressent les aquariums ? Afin d’y répondre, en prenant dans cette étude l’exemple de l’exposition des pingouins dans les Zoos ou les Aquariums au Japon , nous avons réalisé une étude afin de donner une vue d’ensemble de l’histoire de l’exposition des pingouins. Nous avons examiné les trois points suivants : 1) la conception de l’exposition, 2) l’exposition réalisée, 3) les impressions des visiteurs concernant l’exposition actuelle. En raison de l’influence de médias comme la télévision, la publicité, la presse, le public a l’image de « pingouins, animaux des régions froides ». Soumis à cette même influence médiatique, Zoos et Aquariums ont tendance à exposer aussi les espèces des zones tempérées, dans des décors de banquises. Nous avons noté que le message concernant leur habitat n’est pas suffisamment transmis. Zoos et Aquariums doivent comprendre le point de vue et les centres d’intérêt des visiteurs et rechercher les moyens de transmettre un message éducatif convaincant auprès du public.

Introduction

Alongside television, photographs and books, etc, aquariums are one of the media that provide information on marine creatures to the public. People do not visit aquariums without any knowledge of marine creatures. But they tend to have preconceptions shaped by their exposure to different media. In order for aquariums to inform visitors of the facts concerning marine creatures in the name of ‘Education’, we have been asking ourselves what kind of messages should be communicated through exhibitions.
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Penguin exhibitions in Japan
The first information available to the Japanese public concerning penguins may have been through the news of Antarctic exploration by Shirase at the start of the 20th century. Subsequently, penguins became very popular, frequently appearing in newspapers and television advertisements as a character that creates a ‘cool’ image for such products as chewing gum, ice machines, hairdressing products, etc. In addition, the public became fond of the bipedal waddling of penguins which is often described as ‘lovable’, but their behavior in the water was rarely shown to the public. On the other hand, penguins have been raised in zoos and aquariums in Japan since 1915; the genus brought to Japan was the Humboldt genus, which inhabits the Temperate Zone. We studied the Hanshin Park Prefecture where large-scale breeding of penguins started in 1935. These penguins from the Temperate Zone were shown in an exhibit imitating an iceberg (“Iceberg Exhibition”). What the zoo and aquarium were conveying to visitors was not the true nature of penguins in the wild, but what the public has be told to think about penguins from other media. 

Exhibition concepts - “What is the message?”

To learn the exhibition concepts, we used a questionnaire to survey persons involved in husbandry and curators (83 people) and interviewed some of them. The answers to the question “What do you want visitors to see?” are shown in Fig.2. What they mainly wanted to convey to visitors was the life of penguins in nature, especially their swimming ability and wild ecology, messages that are missing in the public images of penguins. Those interviewed wanted visitors to see penguins in a new light.

[image: image2.jpg]fita Beach Land




Fig. 2: The topics that husbandry and curators want visitors to see

Actual Exhibitions - “What type of exhibition?”

We investigated how penguins were displayed in Japanese zoos and aquariums (82 exhibitions). The results are shown in Fig. 3. There was an increase in exhibitions showing rocks and plants for temperate species (“Naturalistic Exhibition”), which represented one-third of the total. There was also an increase in the number of exhibitions showing penguins through a transparent panel on one end of the pool (“Glass Exhibition”), representing 45.2% of the total. These trends may result from the desire to interpret real information about penguins in the wild.
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Fig. 3: 3 types of Humboldt penguins’s exhibitions

Visitors’ Impressions -“How do visitors feel?”
We also undertook a survey of visitors (195 persons), asked them to draw penguins (208 persons) and listened to their spontaneous conversations in front of six penguin exhibits - two of each of the three types of exhibitions shown in Fig.3 (3,365 persons in six institutions). We found interesting developments in the drawings, pictures mainly about morphology (Fig.4). And the pictures of swimming penguins were found especially in front of the Glass Exhibitions. They made visitors to see close to the swimming penguin. While visitors were interested in wild penguins before visit (28%), only 1% of them referred to the habitat or wild ecology of penguins even in front of the Naturalistic Exhibitions. Their conversations were mainly about simple behavior (41%) and their existence (16%). It appears that the Naturalistic Exhibition alone does not carry enough information to form proper images of penguins in visitors’ minds.
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Conclusion
Exhibitions at zoos and aquariums, at the start of the 20th century, tended to be more entertaining in their nature and reinforce preconceptions held by the public, as illustrated by the Iceberg Exhibition. In order to communicate a message that is more in keeping with their true habitat and swimming ability, there is a recent trend to creating more Naturalistic Exhibitions and Glass Exhibitions. Although the effectiveness of Glass Exhibitions was confirmed through questionnaire surveys and drawing surveys, Naturalistic Exhibitions seemed to be less effective, since visitors tend to have their attention drawn more toward the birds than to the background of the display. To play an educational role, aquarium must be able to convey messages that can guide the public’s ideas about marine creatures rather than following preconceptions formed in the public’s minds. Furthermore, to effectively communicate that message to visitors, it is necessary to add new ideas to exhibitions by understanding the public’s ideas and curiosity about the animals on display. Devices like interesting informative panels or attractive natural behavior should help convey these messages.
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Fig.1: Many media convey information on wild marine animals to the public





Others (ex. domestic  type) (19 cases)


(19 cases)








Imitated iceberg  exhibition  (18 cases)


(18 cases)





Naturalistic exhibition


(17 cases)











Fig. 4: Changes in drawings of penguins after seeing the exhibit
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