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The blue whale’s baleen 1s composed of keratin, the same type of material that makes up
fingernails and hair. About 350 plates of this material hang down from each side of its upper
jaw where the whale’s top teeth would be (if it had teeth).

The plates grow out of the jaw parallel to each other and perpendicular to the jaw, lined up
like slats of a vertical window blind. Each plate is made up of a main plate and smaller plates,
forming a triangular profile. The plates contain tubules that separate to form a frayed edge on
the tongue side and at the bottom made up of densely packed bristles 2 millimeters or smaller in

diameter.

After taking in krill and water together, the whale partly closes its mouth so that the water has
to go through the baleen as it moves back out into the ocean. The baleen plates and fringes are
able to trap krill down to a size of about half a millimeter.
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“The feature that all the whalebone whales have in common is their baleen, a series of plates
on the upper jaw that form a comb on each side of the mouth in place of the customary teeth.
Each plate or “tooth” in the comb is frayed on the inner edge, displaying hairlike outgrowths, or
fringes. The shape and arrangement of these plates, which may number from 100 to 400 on each
side, reflect different methods of feeding among the families of baleen whales. The right whales
have finely fringed whalebone plates that are very long, sometimes exceeding 3 m, which
together make up a very large fine-toothed comb, whereas the finner whales and the gray whale
are characterized by much shorter triangular-shaped plates that combine to form a much coarser
and smaller comblike structure.” (Pivorunas 1979: 432)

Generally speaking, the long elastic baleen plates mean convenience to skim the foods in
the sea water. Because the baleen plates are filtering foods on the surface of the inner plane
consists of fine baleen fringes, and long inner edge of baleen plates is very effective in the
successive filtering. Short and wide based plate is on the other hand very useful for filtering
their foods in a very short time, with strong stress of flesh tongue to make the water run off
through the plates remaining the mass of food in the mouth. (Nemoto 1959:154)
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