
ZooLumination Audio Tour Script 

Road Rules: Welcome to Virginia Zoo’s ZooLumination. This first-ever drive-thru features stunning inflatable animal 

sculptures that represent many of the Zoo’s real life animal residents. By visiting tonight, you are supporting them and 

Virginia Zoo’s mission to save wildlife. 

Before we begin, there are few things we would like you to keep in mind.  

• Remain inside your vehicle at all times, unless you are using the restroom in the Zoo’s parking lot. Windows and 

sunroofs should stay closed throughout the duration of your visit.  

• Follow the guided route, event signage and parking attendants. 

• Drive slowly and carefully. Follow along with the audio tour, from the links provided in your confirmation ticket, 

or by scanning the QR codes along the route.  

• We encourage you to slow down and take photos, but please no parking.  

• After the narration for each area ends you will hear music. When you reach the start of the next zone, skip to 

the corresponding track on your audio player. 

• For optimal viewing, please use your parking lights as you drive through the route.  

We are excited to invite you on this magical journey – enjoy your ZooLumination experience! 

 

Entrance: The idea of light, which can mean many things: actual light, warmth of positive feelings, bright colors, and 

taking action toward a brighter future. Each region will focus on an abstract idea of light, something positive in the world 

represented by the animal kingdom. Each section will contain relevant facts about the animals in that section, but not be 

too scientific as too not exclude young children from the “story” but not so silly that teens and adults aren’t entertained 

as well. The “story” will culminate in a conservation message that gives people hope as we move into the  future and a 

new year. The tone should read like a lighthearted nature documentary. 

In nature, there is light… Not from the sun, or the stars, or even the glow of a lightning bug. No, this light is different. 

Let’s see if we can find it… 

Speaking of lightning bugs, many species can be found in the tropics of Central America, which are also home to many 

kinds of sloth. Two-toed sloths like this one are primarily nocturnal and, yes, very slow. Slow enough, in fact, that the 

algae that can grow on their fur is often home to a small ecosystem of bugs all on its own. 

Join us as we explore the vibrant ecosystems and wildlife that illuminate the world around us with their own, unique 

light. 

 

Asia: The forests of Asia can be a big, dark place for a baby animal. Here, families are the light. Parents and offspring use 

different strategies to grow and learn in safety. Some are teachers; some are protectors; some even build fortresses. 

Malayan tapirs, an odd-looking animal closely related to horses and rhinos, are born with brown and white stripes to 

help them blend in with the dappled light of the forest. After about 6 months, the stripes begin to fade into the 

characteristic black-and-white markings of the adults. Once grown, tapirs can better protect themselves against 

predators and the bold markings simply help them look less like a tapir and more like a large rock while napping.  

Young orangutans will stay with their mothers for around eight years, longer than almost any other animal. During that 

time, the mother will care for the baby and teach them how to forage for fruits as they get older. Orangutans eat 

hundreds of different varieties of fruits, and act as important seed dispersers in the forest.  Male orangutans will 

eventually grow to be around twice the size of their moms, making them the largest arboreal, or tree-dwelling, animals 

in the world. 



We probably don’t have to tell you how mother tigers protect their cubs… Malayan tigers are one of the smaller 

subspecies of tiger, weighing less than 200 pounds. Despite this, they are able to hunt prey that is often as large as they 

are! Tiger mothers will provide for their cubs for over a year and teach them to hunt on their own. 

In cassowaries, it’s actually the fathers who take care of the young. From incubating the bright green eggs to fiercely 

protecting the small orange chicks, these dedicated dads are with their young for almost a year.  They’ll coach the chicks 

on what fruits to eat and what to avoid. Several species of plant actually rely on just the cassowary to help disperse its 

seeds throughout the forest. 

Rhinoceros hornbill parents are especially devoted. First, they will build a nest together in a hollow tree. Once the eggs 

are laid, the father will build a protective wall of mud over the opening and bring food to the mother, who keeps the 

eggs warm for up to three months. Once the chick has hatched and grown, the mother will break out of the nest and 

work together with the father to gather food. Talk about teamwork! 

Red panda moms also build nests in the hollows of old trees for their litters of cubs- several nests, actually. She’ll move 

the family frequently and clean the nests often in order to keep predators guessing.  By protecting forest habitats, 

especially old growth trees, we can make sure things like tree hollows are available for many animals to use as shelter. 

 

Reptile: Just like a family, each animal within an ecosystem has a special role. Their unique adaptations allow them not 

only to survive, but connect them to other living things. 

The world of reptiles and amphibians is often imagined as dark, cold, creepy… but that couldn’t be further from the 

truth! Within these groups, diversity is the light. Biodiversity is, of course, important to all animal groups and ecosystems  

around the globe. However, some of the most astounding beauty and wonderous adaptations are found among our 

scaley and slimy friends. 

The vibrant eyelash viper of Central and South America comes in a variety of colors, including red, green, brown, pink, 

and, of course, yellow. The distinguishing scales above its eyes are thought to break up the shape of its head and aid in 

camouflage from its prey. Is that part of a plant… or a predator? [hiss sound] Eyelash vipers may even wiggle their tail 

like a worm to lure prey even closer. 

Siamese crocodiles, like most crocodilians, also use an interesting form of camouflage: while their backs are typically 

dark and bumpy, their bellies are usually pale and smooth. This is called countershading and is particularly helpful while 

the croc is in the water. When viewed from above, they blend into the murky depths. When viewed from below, they 

disappear into the bright sky. This keeps them safe from predators when they are small, and allows them to hunt 

without using too much energy once they’re bigger.  

Some especially lovely gems of the jungle are tree monitors: dainty, intelligent lizards that live among the branches of 

trees in Southeast Asia. They come in a variety of colors including green, black, blue, and yellow. The colors allow them 

to blend into the even-more diverse colors of plant life. 

Despite being small and slimy, frogs are beloved and charismatic members of the amphibian family. The tomato frog, as 

its name suggests, is a lively red but unlike its namesake, this native of Madagascar isn’t good eating. When threatened, 

the frog can secrete a gummy, mildly toxic substance- yuck! Best just to take in the beauty of this frog with your eyes 

only. 

 

Local: Some of those wild adaptations we saw in our reptiles and amphibians can seem otherworldly, but biodiversity 

isn’t just present far from home. 

If you let curiosity be your light, some of the most wonderful wildlife can be found right in your own backyard! Bald 

eagles, the national bird of the United States, can be seen soaring over Virginia’s many waterways. These striking birds 



of prey are graceful fliers and adept at catching fish from just below the water’s surface - even if their call leaves a little 

something to be desired in terms of majesty. 

Still floating through the air, but a little closer to the ground, are Virginia’s many species of butterflies. Monarch 

butterflies are easy to identify with their bold black and orange markings. Even though these delicate insects are a 

common sight in Virginia in the fall, folks all along their nearly 3,000 mile migration route from Canada to Mexico can 

observe them fluttering through their neighborhoods. 

Twenty species of turtles call Virginia home, and one of the most commonly seen is the yellow-bellied slider. Even 

though their namesake belly is often hidden underwater, these turtles can also be identified by the bright yellow stripes 

on their neck. Yellow-bellied sliders are hardy turtles that love to swim and bask in the sun, and can be found in 

freshwater rivers, lakes, ponds, swamps, marshes, and even ditches. 

Diving into our saltwater habitats, you’ll find many charismatic aquatic critters. Seahorses capture the imagination of 

many people with their unique body shape and peculiar habits. These tiny fish have a prehensile tail to anchor 

themselves on a reef, eyes that can move independently to keep watch for both predator and prey, and even color-

changing skin to help them camouflage. 

Crabs and oysters are also popular aquatic animals from the Chesapeake Bay, although this is due in part to their 

popularity as an item on our dinner plates. Sustainable local seafood, however, can be beneficial to both people and the 

ecosystem alike. By protecting the habitats of these animals, they provide services that keep our water fresh. As their 

populations increase, we can increase the number we harvest while also cleaning the waterways. 

While honeybees are definitely the most well-known bee- and one of the most beloved, thanks to the sweet stuff they 

produce- Virginia actually has about 150 native bee species that work just as hard. Along with butterflies, hummingbirds, 

and other insects such as flies and beetles, these tenacious pollinators help beautiful flowers and nutritious foods to 

grow. Try planting some native plants in your yard- you never know who might show up for a snack! 

 

Africa: Sometimes it’s easy to feel a strong connection with the creatures in our backyards. It’s amazing when we can 

build that same connection with animals we may never encounter! 

Even though they live thousands of miles from most of us, many of the animals on the continent of Africa can be 

described with one word: iconic. They’re in our picture books as children and remain in our hearts through adulthood. 

Our connection to these animals is the light. 

Chameleons are well-known lizards from Africa, as well as Asia and parts of southern Europe. They’re known, of course, 

for their amazing color-changing abilities due to specialized cells in their skin called chromatophores. Many people 

believe that chameleons change color to blend in with their environment, but it’s actually the opposite! A color-changing 

chameleon is trying to make a bold statement and alerting other chameleons to how it feels. A green chameleon is a 

calm lizard. A red chameleon is excited about something, often a potential mate... or a rival too close to that mate. 

It’s a challenge to find someone who didn’t learn as a kid that cheetahs are the fastest land animal in the world. 

Cheetahs have tough, non-retractable claws for traction, large hearts and lungs to pump oxygen into their muscles, and 

a rudder-like tail to help with turns on the fly. When they chase down prey at around 65 miles an hour, it sure seems like 

cheetahs are a capable and threatening predator. However, the bark doesn’t really match the bite: cheetahs actually 

cannot roar like the other large African cats. Instead, they communicate by chirping, purring, and hissing.  

Bongo antelope tend to catch people’s attention very shortly after birth: even though they only weigh about 50 pounds, 

they come out with nearly-adult-sized ears! After a few years, the rest of their body catches up as they grow into the 

largest African forest antelope at over 500 pounds. Male and female bongos both have elegant spiraling horns, 

sometimes growing to three feet in length, which help them push through the dark forest underbrush and help protect 

them from predators. 



Thanks to a certain popular kid’s movie, most folks are familiar with the charming slender-tailed meerkat. Even though 

they don’t actually spend much time with warthog companions, meerkats are highly social and live in groups called 

mobs. They live cooperatively, with each meerkat taking their turn at a daily job such as babysitting or keeping look-out 

as the sentry. 

No mention of African wildlife is complete without one of the most popular of all: the giraff e. And giraffe are not just 

popular with people: other animals like to hang around herds of giraffe, as they are the best at keeping an eye out for 

predators. Their height helps, of course, but giraffe also have wide peripheral vision: they can see behind themselves 

when their head is pointed forward, as well as being able to see their feet even when their head is up munching on 

leaves. Giraffe can also see movement from over a mile away and in color.  

The large island of Madagascar, located off of Africa’s eastern coast, is a veritable treasure trove of wildlife. Quietly 

resting on the ground below the charismatic lemurs and flamboyant flowers is the radiated tortoise, who is still quite 

showy with its bold black and yellow markings. Many people don’t realize that even though their hard shell provides the 

tortoise with excellent protection against predators, it is also sensitive to touch! 

Lions are certainly a recognizable and noteworthy feline: they are the only social wild cat species and the only one to 

show extreme dimorphism; that is, males and females look markedly different from one another. Lion groups, known as 

prides, are typically comprised of one or two males, several females, and their cubs. The female lions , working 

cooperatively, fill the role of hunters and bring down food for the whole pride. The male, with his large size and mane, is 

more of a protector than a provider. His bellowing roar can be heard from up to five miles away and sends a clear 

message to other lions: stay out of our territory. [lion roar sound] 

Just by going about its day, the massive southern white rhino can have an equally massive effect on the environment. 

They aren’t picky about the kinds of grass they eat, so as they graze they clear out long, dry grasses to give more plants a 

chance to grow, which in turn provides food for more picky species like wildebeest. By wallowing in mud puddles on hot 

days and preventing all the water from evaporating, they help form natural watering holes. Even their waste, of which 

there is plenty, is moved around by dung beetles and helps to fertilize the land. [rhino snort/huffing sound?] 

 

Exit: So what about you? What light do you find in nature? Is it seeing a family a lot like your own? Is it discovering 

something new? Is it living in harmony with an animal in your backyard? Or is it still being thrilled by an animal you’ve 

seen a dozen times before? 

We invite you to look toward the new year and see where the light guides you. Take action to help protect the species  

you’ve seen aglow tonight in their natural habitats. When everyone makes small efforts to reduce waste, save energy, 

and engage with organizations like the Virginia Zoo, the future for wildlife and wild places looks bright. 

Thank you for visiting ZooLumination at the Virginia Zoo. Drive safely and have a wonderful night! 


