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Celebrated National Geographic photographer Brian Skerry has spent nearly four 
decades exploring and documenting Earth’s oceans. For his latest project, he turns 
his lens to one of the world’s most beloved animals to illuminate startling new 
insights into their lives and culture. Discover the extraordinary communication skills 
and intricate social structures among four different species of whales—from the 
international cuisines of orcas to families of beluga whales playing at their “summer 
resort”—and learn what these majestic creatures can teach us about ourselves and 
our planet.1

ABOUT BRIAN SKERRY
Brian Skerry is a photojournalist specializing in marine 
wildlife and underwater environments. Since 1998, he has 
been a contributing photographer for National Geographic 
magazine, covering a wide range of subjects and stories. 
He was named a National Geographic Society Photography 
Fellow in 2014 and a National Geographic Society 

Storytelling Fellow in 2017. In 2017, he was also awarded the title of Rolex National 
Geographic Explorer of the Year.
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Secrets of the Whales Trailer

WATCH

1  “Oceans,” National Geographic Live Brochure, accessed June 3, 2022, www.natgeolive.com.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xOySOlB78dM
http://www.natgeolive.com
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FOSSILS OF WHALES
What animal do you think is the nearest 
relative to the whale? Did you say a shark 
or alligator? You might be surprised to 
hear that the hippopotamus is actually the 
closest relative to whales. Whales evolved 
from four-legged land mammals! Over time, 
paleontologists (scientists who study fossils) 
have been studying whale fossils to see how 
they have evolved over millions of years. It is 
believed that the Sinonyx is one of the oldest 
ancestors of whales. These wolf-sized hyenas 
lived over 56 million years ago and have the 
dental and facial characteristics like living 
dolphins and whales. 2 

Image source Skeletons of two early whales. Photo 
of Pakicetus and Ambulocetus courtesy of J.G.M. 
Thewissen, from: J.G.M. Thewissen, L.N. Cooper, J.C. 
George, and S. Bajpai. 2009. From land to water: The 
origin of whales, dolphins, and porpoises. Evolution: 
Education & Outreach 2:272-288.

LAND WHALE FOSSIL FOUND IN EGYPT

LAND WHALE FOSSIL FOUND IN PERU

When Whales Walked

WATCH

2  “Whale Evolution, ”Mrs. Mahoney’s 8th Grade Science, accessed May 31, 2022, http://jmahoneyscience.weebly.com/whale-evolution.html
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https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/9/15/fossil-of-land-roaming-whale-species-found-in-egypt
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-47822228
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_OSRKtT_9vw
http://jmahoneyscience.weebly.com/whale-evolution.html
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Secrets of the Whales
Brian Skerry
This provocative book of photography offers bold new insight 
into the lives of the world’s largest mammals, along with 
their complex societies. In these pages, we learn that whales 
share an amazing ability to learn and adapt to opportunities, 
from specialized feeding strategies to parenting techniques. 
There is also evidence of deeper, cultural elements of whale 
identity, from unique dialects to matrilineal societies to 
organized social customs like singing contests. Featuring 
the arresting underwater images of Brian Skerry, who has 
explored and documented oceans for over four decades, this 
book will document these alluring creatures in all their glory-
-and demonstrate how these majestic creatures can teach us 
about ourselves and our planet.  3 

The Walking Whales
J.G.M. Hans Thewissen
Hans Thewissen, a leading researcher in the field of whale 
paleontology and anatomy, gives a sweeping first-person 
account of the discoveries that brought to light the early 
fossil record of whales. As evidenced in the record, whales 
evolved from herbivorous forest-dwelling ancestors that 
resembled tiny deer to carnivorous monsters stalking 
lakes and rivers and to serpent-like denizens of the coast.4

3 “Product Description for The Secrets of Whales,” Amazon, accessed June 2, 2022, https://www.amazon.com/Secrets-Whales-Brian-Skerry/
dp/1426221878.
4 “Product Description for The Walking Whales,” Amazon, accessed June 2, 2022, https://www.amazon.com/Walking-Whales-Water-Eight-
Million/dp/0520305604/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3E6DY49F6SDK3&keywords=the+walking+whales&qid=1654742360&s=books&sprefix=the+walk-
ing+whales%2Cstripbooks%2C99&sr=1-1.
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https://www.amazon.com/Secrets-Whales-Brian-Skerry/dp/1426221878
https://www.amazon.com/Secrets-Whales-Brian-Skerry/dp/1426221878
https://www.amazon.com/Walking-Whales-Water-Eight-Million/dp/0520305604/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3E6DY49F6SDK
https://www.amazon.com/Walking-Whales-Water-Eight-Million/dp/0520305604/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3E6DY49F6SDK
https://www.amazon.com/Walking-Whales-Water-Eight-Million/dp/0520305604/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3E6DY49F6SDK
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ADAPTATION

CLASSROOM WORKSHOP

So how did whales go from a four-legged land animal to a gigantic marine 
mammal? According to the National Geographic Society, “In evolutionary theory, 
adaptation is the biological mechanism by which organisms adjust to new 
environments or to changes in their current environment.”5  Throughout the 
course of time, whales have had to evolve and adapt to different environments 
in order to survive. “The idea of natural selection is that traits that can be passed 
down allow organisms to adapt to the environment better than other organisms 
of the same species.”6 For example, to help them adapt to the ocean, whales 
developed echolocation, thick layers of blubber, modified lungs, better hearing, 
and larger arteries, among other things, to ensure their survival and prosperity. 
Orcas have evolved into one of the fastest mammals alive today and are also able 
to dive for longer than ten minutes at a time. They have adapted the ability to 
slow down their heart beat when diving. They also have the ability to ration their 
oxygen supply towards their heart, lungs, and brain that requires more oxygen.7  

Opposable Thumb Adaptations  Grades: 5th- 12th 
In this workshop, students will learn about how animals have had to adapt for 
survival, humans being one of the mammals to adapt an opposable thumb. 
Partners will record their time in performing everyday tasks and will compare their 
times in performing the same tasks without the use of their thumbs. 
CLICK HERE FOR WORKSHOP

5 National Geographic Society, “Adaptation,” Resource Library, last modified May 20, 2022, https://education.nationalgeographic.org/re-
source/adaptation. 
6 National Geographic Society, “Adaptation.”
7 Karlie Hurlbert, “Adaptations and General Characteristics,” University of Wisconsin La Crosse, accessed June 2, 2022, http://bioweb.uwlax.
edu/bio203/s2007/hurlbert_karl/adaptations.htm. 
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http://gaillardcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Opposable-Thumb-Adaptation.docx
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/adaptation
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/adaptation
http://bioweb.uwlax.edu/bio203/s2007/hurlbert_karl/adaptations.htm
http://bioweb.uwlax.edu/bio203/s2007/hurlbert_karl/adaptations.htm
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Gaillard Center Partners

The Gaillard Center would like to thank the following educational partners 
in their ongoing support of our Education & Community program. This 

program is also supported, in part, by a grant from a private foundation.
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