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DESMOND MORRIS

Dazmand Morris was a major influence on my lifelong interests in animals, and zoos in parficular, |
uged to rush hame fram scheel just in tima to catch the opening of ‘Zoo Tire' the Granada v
programime baarmed dirsct fraom a studio that had been purpose-bult In Longdsn Zeo (near the Hird
Haoues) and presented by Desmoand Marrls, then Corator of Mammals at London. Even in those
days of only having two televieian channals there was often an overdap of timing of tha BEC's
‘Amimal Magic’, there was no choice — fer me al [easl — for Zog Tima 1o have prionty. Desmond
Morris was informabive, respestad the animals and the keepers who brought them inke the sluchs
and did not speak-cdawn to viewers. And you never knew what was going to be shown naxl, or what
would happen; viewers were used to seaing live produdtions and it was not unlil later years that we
appreciated how skilled e whole team must have been and how key the presenter was to make
the show work within a tight 23-minute slol The previous Curator, George Canadals, had takan
animalz to the BBC Shudios wilh all the issues assoclalied wilh Llaking animals — and keapers = out of
the Zoa. When Desmond Momis sladed at Londan in 1856, he insizted that a stedio was created
wilhin the Zoo, and thal was done enabling a far wider range of animals to be uzed. To my suwprise,
an checking soma facts, Zoo Time, that was firsl screened in 1858, only ran until 1959 before it
became the “Animal Show illally presentad by Hamy Watt — who | cannot recall at all - and then
Chris kally. But it was Desmond Mamis who had made the impact and was synenymaous with the
programme.

Dasrmond Morris was a falented man with diverse interests, he was a surealist painter, worked at
the Instinde of Contemporary Art, even became Vice-Chaiman of Oxford United Foothall Chi, He
had studied Zadogy at Birmingham Liniversity, whara he refused o axpanmeant on animals, writing
hig thasiz on the wn-spined stickleback which becams the subject of his firgl booll Whilsl at Landon
Zoo his interesls in the mertality of primales, and chimpanzess in particular, devaloped leading
towards tha phasing-out of chimpanzea tea parties and tha davelopment of inlediigance shdies on
chimpanzees, with an observation study.cerre built in the then Chidrens Zoo and exploration into
the chimpanzees' (and an individual named Congd in paiculary cencept of creative ad, spawiing a
book and papers that conlrovarsially split opnians. But 1his was not lo be as controversial as the
ook he wrote in 1966 (The Naked Ape, publ. 19687) which examined man in the eyes of 8 Zoaobogist
in @ way he would any other animal, and net as an armthropolegist would. The late 15605 was the
pemdect penod for such @ book; i split tha critics, upeal many, and was loved by the masses and
bEacarme an intarnational best saler and probably was & pima reason why he left the Zoo and
bought 3 huge willa in the Meditenanean where be was able to indulge in wnting and painting,

OF his = about B0 = books, The Maawnals remains in tha top ten of my favourite animal books,
published in 1965, s lists of mammatian specias is far removed Fom current taxonomy but || was
the only #agly accessible boak for me that included all tha then censidered mammalian Spacies
(except rodents and batz) while the choice of species selectad by Momis to focus page profiles on
reveal littleknown facts lhat 1 still reference today. YWhen | mentivn this to Tim May he provided this
aneccote. Tim had bean 19 a Nalural History Book Farr at Kew Gargdens, in Londan, where ha
purchased two garly copies of the infermation Zoo Year ook and, wher he tumed round, Cesmond
Marrls was standing bahkind hinn. " was e aditor of Mase edifions” he said; he was vary fendly and
antered N0 a comeersation and kindly signed balh boeks for him.

In 1971 Desmond Morrls retrned o Owford as 2 Reseanch Fallayw. He ramalned in Oxford wobl Bls wila
Ramona died in 2018 and ha moved to [reland to kya with fis son untl his death, aged 98.

Finally, a thoughl thal could be a lezson to ug all. When Desmand Marrs started as Curatar at London
Zoo Ihere was said to haye been differences of opinions batwsan him and David Adanbarough, but that
soon changed and they became close Mends. One ime, when thay wers both aged In their 808, they
ware discussing the fact that they both conlinued full and active worksny livas and Mornes asked
Attenborough if he had ever been fo a gy, exercized, or ate healthlly. From both of them the answer to
all three questions was 'no' 30 Momis conceded that it was thelr yauthful, undimmed, curicsity that kept

them both going. John Adams
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