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CETACEANS Toothed vs. Baleen whales 

TOOTHED WHALES 

• Have teeth 
• Use teeth for feeding 
• Have one blowhole 
• Echo locate to find prey 

BALEEN WHALES 

• Have baleen 
• Filter feed 
• Have two blowholes 
• Do not echolocate 
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Northern Indian 
Ocean blue whale 
(Balaenoptera musculus indica) 
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Adult length: up to 20-25m 
Adult weight: up to 180,000kg 
Newborn: 6-7m, 2000-3000kg 

260-400 pairs of black,
broad-based baleen 

plates < I m long 

 

\ 

Head uniformly 
(light) grey/blue 
- not mottled 

like body 

Light grey, mottled skin, that 
can appear blue underwater 

- hence their name 

"~ 

I 
60-88 dark-coloured 

throat grooves 
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Slender or 
streamlined 
body shape 

I 

\ 
Pale blue 
or grey 

underside 

Blue whale 
tail fluke 

Dive sequence 

Relatively small dorsal fin 
positioned 3/4 or 4/5 of 
the way towards the tail 

/ 

Tapered flukes have a 
relatively smooth trailing 

edge and prominent notch 



Bryde's whale 
(Balaenoptera edeni) 
In Sri Lanka, often misidentified 

as a Fin whale or Omura's whale 

Adult length: up to 11 .5-1 Sm 
Adult weight: up to 25,000-30,000kg 
Newborn: 4-4.Sm and 1,000-2,000kg 

Often exhales underwater, 
then surfaces with little or 

no visible blow 

~ -----• .... - - - ..... •••••------- ------• 

Falcate, slender 
dorsal fin 

Body may be covered 
by scars from cookie 

cutterl sharks Tail flukes black on top and 
pale underneath (not visible 

during dive sequence) 

\ 
\ 

\ 
I 

Torpedo-shaped, 
streamlined body 

Flukes are broad with a 
relatively straight 

trailing edge 

I 
Pale underside, may 
appear pink during 

activity 

40-70 throat grooves 
that extend all the way 

to the umbilicus 

Dive sequence 

• 

Smoky grey body - may 
look brown in some light 

/ 

Distinctive characteristic 
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Three parallel ridges 
running from blow­

holes to the tip of 
the Y-shaped snout 



Omura1s whale 
(Balaenoptera omurai) 
In Sri Lanka, often misidentified as a 
Bryde's whale 

Adult length: up to 12m 
Adult weight: up to 20,000kg 
Newborn: 3.5-4m 

Dorsal fin tall 

and falcate " 

Streamlined, sleek 

body \ ape 

Leading edge of pectoral fin 
white from tip to shoulder -----
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Light blaze and chevron 

more p/ minent on right 
One prominent 
central ridge on 

rostrum 

I 

80-90 throat 
grooves reach 

beyond the 
navel 

Asymmz al 
lower jaw -

white on the 
right and dark 

on the left 

180-2\ airs of 
baleen plates -

short, broad and 
yellowish white 
to black in color 



Humpback whale 
(Megaptera novaeangliae) ~"

Dive sequence 
'\ ] 3m 

Rare visitor to Sri Lankan wat ers \..__ ~ -~~AIIIII..._....._ __ ........ '-_ .......,. ... ...._ _ _!.~ 
w ill a a - AL .c .s a > --

Adult length: up to 11.5-1 Sm 

Adult weight: up to 25,000-30,000kg 
Newborn: 4-4.Sm and 1,000-2,000kg 

Knobbly on top 
of head and 

/ 
270-400 black to 

olive baleen plates 
on each side of 

upper jaw 

Dark grey to blue- black 
colouration on upper side 

\ 

~ I -
14-35 ventral grooves 

extending beyond navel 

Dorsal fin highly variable in shape but 
low and often stubbly. They get their 

name from the "hump" in front 

\ 
Tail flukes are broad and usually 
serrated on the trailing edges. 
Dark on top and varies from 
black to white underneath 

L 

" 
Undersid~ be black, white or 

mottled, but usually at least 
partially white 

/ ~ ~ 
Long flippers up to I /3 of body length with knobs on 
leading edges. White underneath, but can be black, 
white or mottled on top varying by population or 

individual. Longest appendage of any animal 
Humpback 

Most characteristic and 
recognisable tail flukes 

of all whales tail fluke 
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Sperm whale 
(Physeter macrocephalus) 

Adult length: up to 18m (male)/ 11-12m (female) 
Adult weight: up to 57,000kg (male), 15,000kg (female) 
Newborn: 3.5-4.Sm and 1,000kg 

Due to position of 
blowhole, blow is 
slanted to the left 

Dive sequence 

Single blowhole at the 
front left of the head Dorsal fin is only a low hump 

--("'ilOl!ildr e- r_,f-em- al-es~ sities) 

Visible 'knuckles' 
between the dorsal 

fin and tail fluke 
&/ _____ -:-ir'_,--;,.--~

/ 

I Enormous head - up 
to I /3 of total body 
length and uniquely 

square in shape 
N~ lower jaw, 

underslung. 
18-26 pairs of teeth 
only in lower jaw 

spatula-shaped 
flippers 
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~ r brownish, 
wrinkled, prune-like skin 

Sperm whale 
tail fluke 

Flukes are broad and 
triangular with a nearly 

straight trailing edge 



Pygmy sperm whale 
(Kogia breviceps) 

Adult length: up to 3.8m 
Adult weight: up to 450kg 
Newborn: 1.2m 

Blowhole positioned 
> I 0% of the way back 

fromthesn~ 

Shark-like head with a 
narrow underslung 

lower jaw 

---

I 
12- 16 pairs of long, sharp, 

fang-like teeth that fit into 
sockets in upper jaw 

Appearance of a 
hump on their back, 

especially when 

rafting on, urface 

" False gill" light 
colored bracket mark 

07 

Difficult to detect except in very
calm seas. Easily confused for a 

Dwarf sperm w hale 

 

Dorsal fin strongly falcate 

w/ elow highest~:~:tbrownish, 

I grey or black 

~ erside 



Dwarf sperm whale 
(Kogia sima) 

Adult length: up to 2.7m 
Adult weight: up to 272kg 
Newborn: 1m 

Difficu lt to detect except in very 
calm seas. Easily confused for 

Pygmy sperm w hale 

Brownish 

grey "" 

Dorsal fin pointy and larger 
than in Pygmy sperm whale 

with tip / ighest point 

White / 
underside "False gill" 

Flat profile to 

i back Blowhole positioned 
< I 0% of the way back 

from the snout tip /

7-12 pairs of teeth in 
ower jaw. May have _up 
to 3 pairs of teeth in 

lower jaw 

~

~ apairof 
short grooves under 

the chin like in 

Beaked whales 

Small flippers 
with blunt tips 
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Killer whale 
(Orcinus orca) 

Adult length: up to 9.8m (male)/ 8.Sm (female) 
Adult weight: up to 10,000kg 
Newborn: 2.1-2.6m/160-180kg 

Rounded head 
that tapers 

10-14 large 
slightly recurved 
teeth in each half 

of both jaws 

Oval shaped 
white patch 

behind each eye 

White lower jaw, 
throat and underside 

Unmistakably tall 
(up to 2m) triangular 

dorsal fin in males 

Female dorsals are typically 
shorter (half the height of

male) and have a more 
curved, falcate shape 

 

/ Pale grey saddle patch, 
variable between individuals 

and populations 

/

~ White patch 
extending from 

belly up the sides Large, wide, 
paddle-shaped 

flippers 

09 

Robust, spindle-shaped body, 

l ominan~~::::::: with a 

distinct notch in 

the middle /



Short-finned pilot whale 
(Globicephala macrorhynchus) 
Highly social species, g lobally known 
to strand 

Adult length: up to 7 .2m 
Adult weight: up to 3,600kg 
Newborn: 1.4-1 .9m/ up to 60kg 

Mostly dark grey/black 

body colour "' 

Flukes have 
pointed tips' 

Prominent dorsal fin has a 
broad base, is strongly 

curved or 'hooked' and has 
a rounded tip - in male 

individuals \ 

Long, slender, sickle-shaped/ 
flippers positioned close to 
the head ( I /6 of the body) 
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Female dorsals 
are more pointy 

and less lobed 

Body scars particularly 
prominent on mature 

males 

Bulbous head more 
pronounced in older 
males, less bulbous in 

females I 

7-9 short, 
sharply pointed 
teeth in each 

tooth row 

/ 

~ Small mouth 
slants upward 
toward eye 



Melon-headed whale 
(Peponocephala electra) 

Adult length: up to 2.78m 
Adult weight: up to 275kg 
Newborn: ~1 m 

Head more 
bulbous than 

in females 

Younger animals have 
sloping foreheads. 

Melon can overhan;-
in older males 

--­

\ 
Lips and t of 
lower jaw light 

grey/white 

Black triangular mask 
distinguishes them from 

pygmy killer whales 

20-25 small 
slender teeth in 
each tooth row 

11 

~ 
Pointea flipper tips 

vs. Pygmy killer 
whale 

Charcoal grey 
to black 



False killer whale 
(Pseudorca crassidens) 

Adult length: up to 6m 
Adult weight: up to 2,000kg 
Newborn: 1.5-2.1 m 

Long, slender 
cigar-shaP.ed body 

\ 

Dorsal fin falcate and slender. 
Generally rounded at tip. Located 

at midpoint of back 

\ Dark grey 

7 1ack 
Rounded overhanging melon 

(more so in males than females). 
More slender than other 

/ Blackfish species 

Flippers have 
rounded tips 

/ 

\ 
~ 7-12pairsof 

large conical 
h teet 

F amt 11g 
grey patch 
on chest 

. . h 
t

Characteristic hump on 
leading edge giving flippers 

an 'S' shape 

12 



Pygmy killer whale 
(Feresa attenuata) 

Adult length: up to 2.6m 
Adult weight: up to 220kg 
Newborn: 80cm 

Can be differentiated from the 
melon-headed whale by their 

blunter heads, shallower cape and 

more extensive white on~ 

Head rounded " 

Lips and -
snout white 

---­

I 
Teeth large and heavy 

Upper jaw: 8-11 pairs of teeth 
Lower jaw: 11-13 pairs of teeth 

Dark grey to 

black inr olour 

Dorsal fin tall and 

slightly\ falcate 

~ lippers have 
rounded tip 
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Older individuals may 
have white cookie 

Body slender to 
moderately robust / 



Pantropical spotted dolphin 
(Stene/la attenuata) 

Adult length: up to 2.6m 

Adult weight: up to 119kg 
Newborn: 85cm/ w eight unknown 

Dark grey dorsal fin 
with curved trailing edge 

\ 
Pale spots on dark areas of 

the body, but spotting is 
absent in some populations 

Generally, long, 
slender body 

\ 
" 

Pale grey unaerside with 
dark spots on light areas 

Relatively 
small body 

Dark grey 

cape I 
/

Dark band between the 
upper jaw and the eye 

7

I 
Small, strongly curved 

flippers with pointed tips: 
dark on top and bottom 

14 

34-48 slender, 
sharp, pointed 

teeth 
/ 

~ narrow beak 
with white tip 



Striped dolphin 
(Stene/la coeruleoalba) 

Adult length: up to 2.6 m 
Adult weight: up to 160kg 
Newborn: up to 1 m and ~10kg 

Distinct crease 
between forehead 

and beak~ 

Dark prominent~ 

Dark grey cape 
divided by a lighter 
streak moving up 

towards the\ dorsal fin ---Dark, strongly 
curved dorsal fin 

Small, pale grey 
tail flukes 

I 
40-55 small,~ 

sharp teeth in 
each tooth row 

; 

One or two dark 
bands between the 
eye and the flipper 

\ 

W ~ orpink 
underside 

Small, slenc:ler flippers, 
dark on both sides, 

and contrasting with 
the white body area 

Dark stripe 
running from the 
eye to the anus 
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Long-snouted spinner dolphin 
(Stene/la longirostris) 

Adult length: up to 2m 
Adult weight: up to 82kg 
Newborn: 75-80cm 

Slender body shape 
with distinct tripartite 

colouration " 

Dorsal fin slightly 
falcate to erect 

/ triangular 

16 

Dark band between 
upper jaw and eye, 

extending to flipper 

Long, 
thin beak 

I 
-----40-62 pairs of 

very fine, pointed 
teeth in each jaw 



Bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus) 

Adult length: up to 1.9-3.Sm 
Adult weight: up to 650kg 
Newborn: 1-1.3m 

Distinct crease 
between beak 
and forehead 

\ 
Short to ---

moderate length, 
stocky beak 

--­

18-27 pairs of stout, 
pointed teeth in each jaw 

Dorsal fin tall, falcate 
and located near 

middle of the back 
/ 

\ Recurved and 
pointed flippers 

17 

Dark grey to 
/ grey,body 

colouration / 



Fraser's dolphin 
(Lagenodelphis hosei) 

Adult length: up to 2.7m 
Adult weight: Over 210kg 
Newborn: <1 m and 20kg 

Back is dark brownish grey, 
lower sides are cream, and 

belly is white or pink 

Triangular/slightly 
falcate, short 

dorsal fin \ 

/ 
Stripe running along the side of the 

body to the anus that may be faint in 
young individuals and often widening 

and darkening with age 

Robust, stocky body 
shape with extremely 

smal/ ppendages 

A very stubby, but 

defined.beak /

Flippers are small and 
possess a stripe that starts at 

the mid-lower jaw 

18 

~ 38-44 pairs of sharp 
teeth in each jaw 



lndo-pacific humpback dolphin 
(Sousa plumbea) 
The only brackish water species in Sri Lanka 

Adult length: up to. 2.7m 
Adult weight: up to 280kg 
Newborn: 100cm / 14kg 

Slightly rounded 

forehead "' 

Long, slender-
beak 

----­

The base or hump may 
extend as much as I /3 of 

the body length 

\ 
Dorsal fin shape can vary, but 
it always sits on top of a very 

--- broad base, or hump --

Grey dorsal 

surface / 

29-38 teeth in / 
each tooth row 

/ 
Undersic:le usually 

lighter than side 
and back 

""Broad flippers 
with rounded tips 
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Risso's dolphin 
(Grampus griseus) 

Adult length: up to 3.7m 
Adult weight: up to 500kg 
Newborn: 1.2-1.Sm 

Adults are typically dark grey 
and covered with white 

scratches, spots, and blotches. 
Appendages tend to be darker 

than the rest of the body \ 

The tail flukes ~ ark 
and broad, with a 

distinct median notch, 
pointed tips, and an 

overall concave outline 

Slender behind 
the dorsal fin 

Tall and falcate 

/ fin 
A peculiar, deep V-shaped 

crease extends from the blowhole 
to the tip of the rostrum Robust, 

stockr, body 

/
Large melon 

/ ___........--;: Blunt and 
bulbous head 

Long flippers, _

pointed and recurved 

_ _ 

Chest has a whitish, 
anchor-shaped patch 

20 

~ 

Upward mouthlines 

- resembling a smile ~ 

2-7 pairs of teeth in the front 
lower jaw; usually none in the 
upper jaw. Some or all may be 

worn or missing in adults 



Rough-toothed dolphin 
(Steno bredanensis) 

Adult length: up to 2.8m 
Adult weight: up to 155kg 
Newborn: 1m 

Relatively 
small spindle-

shaped \body Smooth slope 
from beak to 

forehead "-

Small head with 
a long rostrum 

"' 
~ 

Narrow dark cape that runs. 
down their back between the 

blowhole and dorsal fin 

Z A prominent 
alcate dorsal fin P' ~ Body mostly covered 

with white scratches and 
spots, caused by bites of 
cookie-cutter sharks and 

probably other rough­
toothed dolphins 

~ " 

/

20-27 teeth in each row/ 
have subtle, but detectable, 
vertical wrinkles or ridges 

Dark grey 
body 

~ Large flippers 
(seemingly oversized) 

that are set far back on 
the side Belly, lips, anc:I much of 

the lower jaw are pinkish 
white 
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Common dolphin 
(Delphinus de/phis) 

Adult length: up to 2.7m 
Adult weight: up to 200kg 
Newborn: 80-93cm 

Yellowish or 

A distinct crease between 
the forehead and the beak 

40-61 small 
pointed teeth 

per row ~ 

\ 
/ 

Long and slender 
beak - may be 
white-tipped 

~ treak 
from lower jaw 

to flipper 

Tall, slightly curved 
dorsal fin with 

pointed tip 

\ 

Unique hourglass or criss-cross 
pattern, with a yellow/beige patch 
at the front and a light grey patch 

at the back, separated by the 
pointed dip in the dark grey 

dorsal cape 

Pale grey patch 
extending to the 

tail stock 

----

~ urved dark grey 
or black flippers 
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Ginkgo-toothed beaked whale 
(Mesoplodon ginkgodens) 

Adult length: up to 5.3m 
Adult weight: up to 1,840kg 
Newborn: ~2m/ weight unknown 

Small, stub-like dorsal fin, 
positioned two-thirds 

of the way back ' 

Small white spots on the back, sides 
and at the base of the tail, may be 

parasitic scars rather than 
pigmentation 

Melon has only a slight 
bulge, sloping fairly steeply 

up from thes:.k 
Ginkgo-leaf 

shaped tooth 

/ Beak is short 
and stout 

Flippers arei ll, 
pointed and narrow 

23 

~ N . arrow upper Jaws 
are pointed; lower 

jaws are arched underside 



Cuvier's beaked whale 
(Ziphius cavirostris) 

Adult length: up to 4-8m 
Adult weight: up to 1,800-3,000kg 
Newborn: 2-3m/ 250-300kg 

A small dorsal fin 
positioned 2/3 of the way 

bacl\ n the body 
Males have only two teeth, 
which often protrude like 
small tusks. Females don't 
possess any visible teeth 

Back and sides are 
dark grey. Belly and 

head are much lighter 

\ Body often covered 
with linear scratches 
and oval-shaped scars 

/
/ 

" 
Each eye has 
dark circles 

Have flipper poL ets - spaces to tuck 
their flippers in and make their bodies 

very streamlined (an adaptation for 
deep diving) 
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\ 
Torpedo-shaped 

body 



Deraniyagala1s beaked whale 
(Mesoplodon hotaula) 

Adult length: up to 3-Sm 
Adult weight: Unknown 

Newborn: Unknown 

Discovered by P.E.P. Deraniyagala, 
Director of National Museums 

(1 939-1963) 

Cookie-cutter 
shark bites visible 

along body "-

Lighter / 
underside 

Small, curved dorsal fin; set 
two-thirds of the way back 

/ 

Flippers are short and/ 
narrow and slot into 
flipper-pockets on 

either side 
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I 
V-shape 
throat 
groove 

Smoothly arching 
mouth line / 

" Distinct beak colouration 
pattern with dark rostra 
and pale grey mandibles Pale 

mottled 
cheek 



Blainville1s beaked whale 
(Mesoplodon densirostris) 

Adult length: up to 4-6m 
Adult weight: up to 800-1 ,000kg 
Newborn: 1.8-2.Sm and ~60kg 

Small head 
with flattened 

melon 
Flattened tooth erupts from 

highest point on arch (tip often 
extends above rostrum) \ 

Moderately / 
long beak 

I 
Two shallow, 

V-shaped throat 
grooves 

Dark greyish-brown 
upper side; Slightly 

paler underside 

I 

" Small, narrow flippers 
(tuck into flipper pockets 

on sides of body) 
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Small, slightly falcate or 
triangular dorsal fin 2/3 of the 

way along the back 

Spindle-shaped 

 body ~

Often heavily pockmarked 
with healed round or oval 
white scars from cookie 

cutter shark bites 



Longman•s beaked whale 
(lndopacetus pacificus) 

Adult length: up to 6.Sm 
Adult weight: unknown 
Newborn: 2-3m/weight unknown 

Darker greyish, bronze, brown, or 
olive colouration that extends 

from blowhole and eye all the way 
down the back 

Pronounced / 

Fairly large, 
ho/ dorsal fin 

Oval-shaped scars (bites 
/"' from cookie cutter 

sharks and lampreys) 
,

Long, 
tube shaped 

beak "-. 

The melon and a defined / 
patch between the neck and 
abdomen are creamy or pale 

\ 
V-shaped, 

paired throat 
creases 

~ 
Dark, small, rounded, narrow 

flippers that fit into a depression 
on either side of the body 

27 
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Finless porpoise 
(Neophocaena phocaenoides) 

Adult length: up to 2m 
Adult weight: up to 100kg 
Newborn: up to 0.75ml weight unknown 

Bulbous head 
with no beak 

" 
Small i th 

pointed 
towards eye 

Flexible 

-

Lacks a dorsal fin, hence the name; 
has a narrow dorsal ridge running 

the length of the back which is 
covered in wart-like tubercles 

I 

- Long, sickle-shaped 
flippers -----

28 

Born with dark skin that 
turns lighter with age 

/ 
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