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Why elephants have whiskers on their trunks

June 9 2023, by Bob Yirka

Trunk tip whisker number and density differ between African and Asian
elephants. a Frontal view of an adult African elephant cow trunk tip (Linda, see
Table 1). Whiskers protrude from skinfolds (inset). b Frontal view of an Asian
elephant trunk tip (Unknown Asian, see Table 1). Whiskers protrude from
skinfolds (inset). ¢ Side view of an African elephant trunk tip. d Side view of an
Asian elephant trunk tip. e Upper left, dot display of whisker positions of an
African elephant trunk tip from a frontal view. Upper right, whisker density
(whiskers per cm®) of an African elephant trunk tip from a frontal view. Middle,
dot display of whisker positions of an African elephant trunk tip from a side
view. Lower, whisker density of an African elephant trunk tip from a side view.
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f Whisker positions and whisker density on an Asian elephant trunk tip,
conventions as in e. g Number of whiskers counted on the trunk tip of six
African and seven Asian elephants. Dots (adults); triangles (newborns). One
count was partially extrapolated due to an incomplete sample (empty dot). p =
0.0007, Welch’s r-test (Hedges’ g = 3.59). Credit: Communications Biology
(2023). DOI: 10.1038/542003-023-04945-5

A team of zoologists from the Bernstein Center for Computational
Neuroscience Berlin, Humboldt-Universitit zu Berlin, the Leibniz
Institute for Zoo and Wildlife Research and Berlin Zoological Garden
has discovered the purpose of whiskers on elephant trunks. In their
project, reported in the journal Communications Biology, the group
studied elephant trunks and their whiskers in two ways.

The elephant trunk is, by all accounts, one of the more unique
appendages among the animals of the world. It is both sensitive and
strong, with approximately 150,000 muscle units. It is also quite
versatile; besides using them to breathe, elephants use them to pick
things up, to suck up water and to spray that water either into their
mouth for drinking or to spray it over their backs to provide relief from
flies.

Elephants have even been observed using their trunks as a snorkel,
allowing them to walk on the bottom of a creek as they cross. Less well
known is the purpose of the whiskers along the length of the trunk. In
this new effort, the research team sought to find their purpose.

The first part of the study involved making close-up video recordings of
elephant trunks in action—several elephant volunteers were induced to
poke their trunk through a hole in a box to retrieve a treat, such as a
carrot or an apple. The researchers then watched closely to see what role,
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if any, the whiskers on the trunk played in grabbing the treat. They
discovered that the whiskers did not work like those in other mammals
such as rats—they did not move, twitch or react to the environment in
any noticeable way.

In the second part of their work, the team dissected trunks from
elephants that had died. They found that the whiskers were thicker than
those of other mammals, and were cylindrical. They also did not have
follicular nerves that would allow them to be used for sensory purposes.

They concluded that the purpose of the whiskers is to help the elephant
gauge how much pressure to use when squeezing an object—an
important attribute, considering the variety of objects that elephants
hoist.

More information: Nora Deiringer et al, The functional anatomy of
elephant trunk whiskers, Communications Biology (2023). DOI:
10.1038/s42003-023-04945-5
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