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Tooth



Scientists debate how elusive narwhals use their single, spiraled tusk

One Tantalizing Tooth

The door to your library whooshes open. What do you see and hear? 
You might see rows and rows of books, covered in protective plastic 
that crackles when opened. A librarian could be sorting returned 
books or reading aloud from one of your favorite titles. Other peo-
ple may be writing at tables or researching on the computer. You’ve 
just scratched the surface of what’s possible at the library—a world 
of wonder awaits in each section and shelf.

Start your curiosity journey through the library with science! 

Unicorn of the Sea

Narwhals are one of the world’s 
most mysterious and least under-
stood animals. Although they are 
whales, their unique tusk distin-
guishes them from their cetacean 
(whale, dolphin, and porpoise) 
relatives. 

Narwhals sometimes knock their spear-like tusks against each oth-
er, but scientists don’t really know why. Perhaps it’s to communicate 
or intimidate. But they also do a lot of other things with their tusks, 
so what’s the real purpose of this animal’s puzzling (and potentially 
piercing) protrusion? 

FU N FACT

Most narwhals live 
in pods of about 20 
individuals. Some pods 
are “nurseries” with only 
females and calves.
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Up Close and Personal

Narwhals live in cold, Arctic waters near Canada, Greenland, Nor-
way, and Russia. To study them closely, scientists work hard to cap-
ture the whales. It’s not easy: The process takes a whale-sized net and 
a lot of determination.

Once scientists catch a narwhal, they gently bring the speckled crea-
ture to the surface to breathe and then guide it to shallow water. They 
measure it, take blood samples, and sometimes attach a transmitter 
to its dorsal fin to track its travels before releasing it.

Narwhals swimming in the Arctic Ocean

The tusk is actually a big tooth that pokes through a narwhal’s upper 
lip and grows in a counterclockwise spiral. Usually only male nar-
whals grow a tusk, but they don’t make it easy for scientists to find 
out why. This animal’s tendency to avoid humans and stay deep un-
derwater makes them difficult to study. 
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Theories Abound

There are many theories, or possible explanations, about the pur-
pose of a narwhal’s tusk. But scientists agree that it’s an extremely 
sensitive instrument. It contains thousands of nerve endings that 
can detect information about the whale’s environment, like the wa-
ter temperature. This might help a narwhal to avoid getting trapped 
in ice. But if that’s true, why don’t females grow tusks? 

Some scientists think male nar-
whals use the tusk to attract fe-
males, similar to how male pea-
cocks spread their impressive 
blue feathers to show off. 

Others say the whales may use these mighty tusks as a protective 
weapon—for example, in a fight with other male narwhals or to break 
free from ice. It might also help this relatively small species fight off 
predators like polar bears, killer whales, and even large sharks.

Most recently, scientists suggested that narwhals might use their 
tusks to hunt. A drone recorded some whales whacking or stunning 
fish, such as Arctic cod, to make them easier to catch.

DID YOU KNOW?

Narwhals can live to 
be 90 years old and 
weigh 3,500 pounds.

A male narwhal swimming deep underwater


