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Dolphins and all that jazz

Gentle mammals O e e | "

_a necessity for college-dorm and pre-yuppie walls.

yes, dolphins seem to understand language and seem .

complex at UCSC’s Long Marine Laboratory, Norris

tlenose dolphins who are the first residents of the

Jsan

do seem to ‘talk’
: By DONALD MILLER ;
-~ Sentinel Staff Writer

Y ANTA CRUZ — Talking dolphins. The concept
came to popular attention in the late 1960s,

A J with researchers continuing to spread the
word into the '70s, as posters of the gentle marine
mammals cavorting in an idyllic aquaworld became

Part of the thinking seemed to be, in those down-
with-the-establishment days, that something higher
was in order than mere humankind. ‘

1 think I've seen most everything, when I've seen
an elephant fly.”” Can dolphins really talk?

* The answer in 1986, as research continues, is that,

to pos at least a precursor of language — using
two different modes of perception to recognize an

~ And that’s not all, according to Ken Norris, direc-

tor of UC Santa Cruz’ cetacean research program,
have fretted out another abstract art as

ell. Call it animal jazz. Norris does. :
Standing above the gleaming three-outdoor-tank

bid good morning to Josephine and Gwendolyn,
“these two ladies’’ as Norris calls them, two bot-

~ Norris, who has spent the last 14 years working to.
build the marine mammal center at Long Marine
Lab, explained that dolphins can take human sym-
bols — hand signals for instance — use them like
syntax, combine them into something like
ces, into nouns and verbs, even pronouns.
'All of which leads Norris to pose two questions:
Where have the dolphins used this before? ;
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Mfm that is not a:'llh that jazz either —
said dolphins can rhythmically pattern

sounds they make. ; :

talking about intra-dolphin communication
dolphin-human.

example: Dolphins might put out a sound that

‘“‘courtship” to other dolphins. Then, by one

eral methods dolphins have of varying the

n of their sounds, the signal might change
slightly and the dolphins would understand it to
mean they should ignore the courtship sngnal T

: jink about jazz music,” said Norris. ‘‘Some

musicians lose the beat, noodle around and jam

; with one another ..

- And dolphins swim around each other, tails beat-
 ing, heads moving. The dolphin sound comes out in a

"When the beam returns to the dolphins, it

jain: “How could they respond to a complex

Q’ in their lives?”

his response is something beyond, far beyand 3
- domesticated house pets, for as Norris noted, “Did
you ever try to teach a cat a sentence?”’ Dolphins
- can mimic not only human speech — with poor

&ﬁil

‘s Dr. Ken Norris

7, nine-degree-wide “‘flashlight beam,” said -
 back rhythmically, because they are swim-
'1's returned to those puzzling questions,
n like language unless they had some need

mmemuanmm mmm‘ i

eolleague hypothesized that dolphins use the
! pecuhar—soundmg “clicks” of echolocation for
something further — ‘“debilitating their hmch o
Norris said. Catching fish.

We left the dolphin tanks for a moment and

: vmlked back to the bioacoustic lab where scientist

Ken Marten played a tape of a killer whale ap-
proaching a school of fish.

‘The tape was recorded by a Swedish biologist. On
it, a series of clicking sounds made by the Kkiller
whale increases in intensity to an almost maddening
frequency until it ends with an explosive sound

' something like a rifle shot.

The entire process might give dolphins the extra
edge they need to capture prey, Norris said.
ack outside, a researcher fed fish to Josephine
‘Gwendolyn, all the while attaching and remov-
ing a suction cup on the dolphins’ heads. Eventually,
ed Norris, the suction cup will cover the
! eyes, letting the scientists experiment
with whether a blindfolded ammal can find an object
acoustically. '

If dolphms can indeed us¢ both sight and sound to
perceive, categorize and identify the world outside,
they may have one of several precursors of
language, since language also requires abstracting
from an object to an idea.

Norris came up with another concept about
dolphins as well — that they can hear through their

‘throat and jaws. Current expenments are being
done to test this theory, using an acoustic prism
over dolphins’ jaws.

Josephine and Gwendolyn are being trained to
pmntthexrmoutsmthedweetmnofaseund The
prisms, placed over the dolphins’ jaws, will distort

that aemd If the dolphins respond to the mis-

mmmmmmmm

 hear through their jaws and throat.

ORRIS plans to import local dolphins into the
tanks, to set up a society of Pacific white-sided
dolphins, the species that is concentrated in
Monterey Bay. Norris has the use of what he calls
his ‘“‘third generation seasick machine,” a research
vessel outfitted with what looks like a diving

 chamber, through which Long scientists ‘can view

marine mammal societies in the wild.

'lh'!;e t:lllkg:lue ocean. Norris seemed to get excite(! 5
~as about some of the greater xmpm 2
of dolphin behavior. ‘‘The animals are re: ;

when you think about it,”” he said, describing

dolphins evolved some 50 million years ago from an

order relating to modern deer and ungulates. *“Now

they’ve evolved into a high order. But why in the
?l’

- Josephine answered his question. Norris pomw ;
to the shark scars running down the dolphin’s head,
and said dolphins developed by cooperative learn-
' ing, in a complex ocean filled with sharks and other

scary thingg.
Cooperative learning, done in social schools of the
mammals. Social scientist Gregory Bateson once

said that larger brains come about in creatures

involved in the complex business of relationships.

Dolphins have both — relationships and a large
brain that is only slightly smaller proportionally
than humans’. Dolphins, said Norris, can hear
sounds 10 times as high-pitched as humans and more
than 10 times as quickly — remember the fish-
wiching clicks?

While the dolphins’ cortex might be simpler than

- humans’, - their brains are quite convoluted, and

these convolutions, said Norris, are probably de-
vohdmaamdandﬁmemlysis

&mummumawm‘”?
tation in the United Nations? Bring an eni to

" poverty, ractsmandviolence"dpena ht 7
advanced studies? @
I don’t expect them to be people,’”” Norris u“,
with a slight smile. £
But .. ¢ 2

He descnbed “wild dolphin societies at

-where dolphins take care of otherammalsmw

tress where “‘the school the society is everyﬁin( :
ﬂat:f . what if... Norris cannot help but reveal '

 his bias. “Ttis fascinating,” he said, as the dolphins
‘m-ﬂw to the side of the tank, “‘to learn what

. a society of large-brained, mnrhm non-2g: .
 gressive animals can be.” T
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