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It’s daylight outside, but with indoor lights
simulating a full moon, hundreds of bats flap
back and forth. On a nearby wall, what

appears to be a talking stone face provides bat
fun facts. It’s the night house at the Audubon
Zoo in New Orleans, and it opens Friday. The
centerpiece of the $1.6 million night house is
the 42-foot-long flight cage for 200 Seba’s
short-tailed bats - fruit-eating mammals up to
21/2 inches long, with a foot-wide wingspan.

“It’s amazing going in there and having the
bats fly by you,” animal care staffer Dominique
Fleitas said Tuesday. “You can feel the wind as
their wings are flapping around you.” She said
their echolocation - the ability to use sound to
locate objects - is so precise that they easily go
around her. The animals in the Criaturas de la
Noche (Creatures of the Night) Bat House all
are from Central and South America. 

The building’s interior simulates an aban-
doned warehouse set up to protect Mayan arti-
facts during a dig. One wall is painted with
maps of the supposed site and its general area.
Tiles, plates and other “artifacts” hang on other
walls or sit on shelves. Near one end of the
flight cage is a giant simulated carving of a man
with loudspeakers for earrings, topped by a
movie projection of a speaking, sculpted face.

“Push my buttons. I dare you,” it says at
intervals. “I’d do it myself but I have no arms.
I’m just a giant button-head.” Pressing the but-
tons elicits messages such as “Some bats live by
themselves, while others live in caves with
thousands of other bats. 

The largest bat colony in the world is found
in Texas, at the Bracken Cave.” A much smaller
colony - eight vampire bats - lives in one of a
half-dozen exhibit cases set up as if a visitor

were looking through a broken wall into the
jungle. Their home is made to imitate a tropical
ceiba-tree’s buttress-like roots with cup-like
green lichen growing from it. During the pre-
view, a half-dozen bats hung together from one
such cup, forming a clump that could fit easily

into one hand, while a seventh lapped cow’s
blood from a small bowl on the ground.

Other cases hold giant cave cockroaches,
reddish poison dart frogs with creamy white
stripes, two kinds of tarantulas and thumb-sized
green tree frogs. At each end are two more
elaborate displays, one for the Nancy Ma’s
night owl monkeys, or douroucoulis, and the
other for a ring-tailed cat - actually related to
raccoons. The roaches’ home is made to imitate
a huge football-shaped termite mound formed
around several branches and later slashed open
by an anteater. A half-dozen 3-inch-long  cock-
roaches were aligned along one branch, just
hanging out. “They’re creepy. Super creepy,”
said Ashley McClaran, vice president for con-
struction and exhibits. “They hiss at you and
they’re giant. My son is going to love them. He’s
7.” The ring-tailed cat and douroucoulis were

wary of the strangers tromping near the quar-
ters they’d just moved into. Ignoring a slanted
climbing wall designed to look like part of an
intricately carved Mayan ball court, the ring-
tailed cat occasionally left the shelter of a crate
at one side.

The arboreal douroucoulis’ exhibit, created
to look as if thick ropes were being used to
haul up an intricately decorated 2-foot-wide
(0.6-meter-wide) pottery circle, has lots of
places for above-ground clambering. But the
monkeys were sitting on a shelf at the exhibit’s
top left corner and could barely be seen.

“We’re going to move that little shelf today,”
to a much lower spot below the entrance to
their sleeping quarters, on the other side of the
enclosure, McClaran said. “It will give them an
easy way to get into the back-of-house, and a
platform to see them.” — AP

Creatures of the night inhabit 
Audubon Zoo’s newest building

A vampire bat drinks bovine blood in the Criaturas de la Noche Bat House, the
Audubon Zoo’s new night house in New Orleans.— AP photos

A Ring-Tailed CatA Costa Rican Zebra Tarantula crawls inside the Bat House.

“ “They’re creepy. 
Super creepy

Contemporary artists have drawn
upon everything from comic books
to Campbell’s soup cans for inspira-

tion in recent years, but New York artist
Scooter LaForge has drawn his from an
altogether grander source, with a new
exhibition based on Homer’s classic poem
“The Odyssey.” The exhibition, hosted in
London’s Jealous Gallery and curated by
DJ Seth Troxler, features paintings, prints
and wall murals that blend imagery from
Greek mythology with elements of the gay
scene of 1980s New York.

Some of the artworks depict what
Troxler describes as “sexy boys and sub-
versive fairies masquerading and trans-
forming into cyclops, nymphs, magical
creatures, angels and monsters.” “It was
very sexy to me and then the violence in
there was appealing to me, and I thought it

was very visual,” LaForge said. LaForge’s
artworks include depictions of Odysseus
and the goddess Circe, who turned the
hero’s men into pigs, and Odysseus’ con-
frontation with the cyclops Polyphemus.
LaForge said he feels that there is room for
artistic interpretation in “The Odyssey”,
allowing him to incorporate his own uncon-
ventional elements into the classic tale.

“It’s a poem by Homer who was blind,
written in 800 B.C., so who even knows if
this story is what he recited? I’m sure it’s
been interpreted a billion times. So this is
my version of it.” 

The Odyssey is not the only literary
classic that LaForge is interested in adapt-
ing. Inspired by his time in Britain, he also
hopes to tackle Chaucer’s “Canterbury
Tales”. “The Odyssey,” runs at London’s
Jealous Gallery until April 10. —Reuters

Homer’s Odyssey gets 
modern art treatment 
at London exhibition

The co-owner of a dinosaur-themed park
in southern Colorado thinks an electrical
malfunction caused a life-size animatron-

ic Tyrannosaurus Rex to burst into flames. Zach
Reynolds says the T-Rex at the Royal Gorge
Dinosaur Experience smoldered for about 10
minutes before it caught fire Thursday morning.
Visitors watched as the inferno spread through
the dinosaur, which appeared at times to be

breathing flames.
Reynolds joked, “We knew he had a temper,

but today he blew his top.” The 24-foot-tall T-
Rex, which moved and made sounds, was one of
16 dinosaurs that line the park’s Wild Walk
exhibit. Reynolds says it was a total loss but at
least “it made for some spectacular imagery
along the way.” He hopes to have a replacement
T-Rex installed by the summer. —AP

Gone extinct: Animatronic 
T-Rex bursts into flames

In this photo, a life-sized animatronic Tyrannosaurus Rex at the Royal Gorge Dinosaur Experience in
Canon City, Colo., is ablaze after an electrical issue, according to Royal Gorge Dinosaur Experience
personnel. — AP

Whether Royal, Charlie or Salem,
Skyler, Justice or Oakley, unisex
names for babies are on the rise

among parents more willing than ever to
embrace the possibility of gender fluidity in
their children and attempt to head off sexism
on their behalf. “We’re definitely seeing more
conversation today around the distinction of a
truly gender-neutral name,” said Linda Murray,
global editor-in-chief of BabyCenter.com. “This
generation is truly interested in gender neutral
names.”

The Social Security Administration puts out
a top 10 list of popular baby names every year
based on its registrations, but it also keeps
track of names on the rise in its top 1,000.
Name-watchers said crossovers and more neu-
tral names haven’t overtaken the top spots but
are more heavily represented in the broader
ranking, especially among millennial parents.

Pop culture and honoring family or religious
history are important in baby naming, as is the
cool factor. But more names are being used for
either sex regardless of which gender they
were originally associated with, and neutral
naming has become a flashpoint for debate.

“We chose a gender-neutral name, Riley, for
my daughter,” said Lori Kinkler, a psychologist
in San Antonio, Texas. “We knew her sex, but
gender is fluid and yet to be determined. Of all
the difficulties faced by those who live beyond,
or across, the binary, we didn’t want name-
changing to be one of them. ... I like that she
feels she has options and knows she’ll be
accepted by us no matter what.” Riley is 3.

Gender neutrality
Pamela Redmond Satran, co-writer of “The

Baby Name Bible” and “Cool Names for
Babies,” blogs about baby-naming and is also
co-founder of the baby name site
Nameberry.com, which crunches about 50,000
names every which way. Satran says the inter-
est in embracing potential gender fluidity is “an
important reason but it’s not the only reason. 

In fact, a lot of people choose unisex names
because they think they’re cool or they’re
meaningful to themselves but they raise their
kids in a very gender-specific way.” Millennials
aren’t the only ones to give their kids gender-
neutral names. Kyle Good grew up in the 1950s,
the middle of five children and the only sibling
with a gender-crossing name, based on a per-
former her father liked. “My partner is named
Jerry, for Gerald, so when we get introduced as
‘Kyle and Jerry’ most people think I’m Jerry and
he’s Kyle,” she said.

Kirsten Hammann, 45, in the San Francisco
Bay area, and her husband named their daugh-
ters Teagan and Sigrid. She considers both
names gender neutral. “Sigrid is technically a
girl’s name but because it’s so uncommon in the
US it reads as gender neutral to most people,”
she said. 

“The gender neutrality was not something
my husband and I discussed explicitly and I
would say it was more in my mind knowing
firsthand the hurdles women face across so
many areas of life. Whether we like it or not,
names that skew a little masculine, or less femi-
nine, are perceived as stronger, and I wanted
that for my girls.”

Satran said some gender neutral-names fol-
low other trends, such as choosing traditional
last names as first names (hello, Madison) or
bits of geography and nature: Lake, Blue,
Dakota. And spellings have long signaled gen-
der in names that sound the same: Yves vs. Eve.

In a few countries, unisex names are forbidden
by law: Portugal, Denmark and Iceland. Local
registrars decide in Germany if an unusual
name would negatively impact a child.

Sorry, Harper, but it’s unclear where those
rules would leave you. Harper is the 10th most
popular female name in the Social Security
Administration’s 2016 rankings, the latest avail-
able. It ranked 793 among boys that year. The
top female name was Emma, followed by Olivia,
Ava, Sophia, Isabella, Mia, Charlotte, Abigail
and Emily. For boys, Noah was tops, with Liam,
William, Mason, James, Benjamin, Jacob,
Michael, Elijah and Ethan rounding out the top
10. “We named our baby Avery Morgann. The
intention was to give them more room to define
themselves as they get older. Also, name
changes are expensive and frustrating,” said
Portland, Oregon, parent C.J. Alicandro, who
strives for gender neutrality in all ways for the 2
1/2-year-old. “We wanted to set up Avery with
an opportunity to not be limited as much as
possible by a name and be able to choose an
identity as much as possible, given the confines
that are forced upon them,” said Alicandro, a
31-year-old social worker.

Nothing inferior about women
Nameberry analyzed the 2016 Social

Security Administration data into a top 50
androgynous name list focused on those with
heavy gender splits. Charlie came in at 50-50,
followed by Finley at 58 percent for girls and
42 percent for boys. Skyler was in third place

(54-46), Justice was fourth (52-48) and Royal
was fifth (42-58).

Rounding out the Top 10 were Lennon (50-
41), Oakley (52-48), Armani (46-54), Azariah
(55-45) and Landry (53-47).

Rebecca Connolly, 29, in the western New
York town of Castile, said she and her guitar-
playing husband chose Lennon Wallace for
their 2 1/2-year-old son. Both she and her hus-
band are fans of the late John Lennon, for his
music and activism.

“I wouldn’t say I intentionally gave my son a
unisex name,” Connolly said. “As a child I felt
bad for all the Taylor, Jordan and Jamies I knew
whose names didn’t identify their sex. By the
time I was having kids, 50 percent of the little
girls I met were named Riley, Avery, Logan, etc.
And I realized all soft-sounding boy names are
now considered unisex. 

I hate the double standard that giving a girl
a boy name is spunky and strong but giving
your boy a name used by girls will get him bul-
lied and called a sissy at school.” Connolly also
has a daughter, Lucille Beatrice, and is preg-
nant with a second son. 

The current front-runner name for him is
considered masculine, she said, declining to
reveal it, “though with the boy name on girls
trend going strong, maybe it’ll be considered
unisex by the time he’s in school.” That’s fine
with her. “I plan to teach them there is nothing
inferior about women so sharing a name with
them is not a big deal. Being called a girl is not
an insult.”— AP 

Gender-neutral baby 
names are on the rise

What’s in a name

This screen grab released by Nameberry shows their homepage. — AP


