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Wild elephants seem to address each other using distinctive, rumbling sounds that could
be akin to individual names.
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That’ s according to a provocative new study in the journal Nature Ecology &
Evolution, which was inspired by earlier work showing that bottlenose dolphins have
signature whistles.
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“ Sometimes another bottlenose dolphin will imitate somebody else's signature whistle
in order to get their attention, so effectively calling them by name,” says Mickey Pardo,
a biologist at Cornell University.
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He wondered if elephants, which are known to be vocal mimics, might do something
similar.
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“ The idea from the outset of this project,” says Pardo, “ was to try to figure out if
elephants have names.”
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He means names that the animals call themselves — rather than names like Margaret and
Marie that researchers working in nature preserves have given them.
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Elephants’ trumpeting is well known, but Pardo says trumpeting is an abrupt noise
that” s more like screaming or laughing. He figured that if elephants had names, they’ d
be somehow encoded in elephants’ constant, low-frequency rumblings.
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“ The rumbles themselves are highly structurally variable,” says Pardo, who conducted
this research while working at Colorado State University. “© There's quite a lot of
variation in their acoustic structure.”
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And elephants make these particular noises in all kinds of contexts — everything from
greeting family members to comforting a calf to staying in touch with relatives over long
distances.
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