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INTRODUCTION TO  

SCRIMSHAW & SONG 

 
 

Scrimshaw & Song is an interactive and fun lesson that provides students with an 

understanding of the life and the work of the whaler. Through individual and museum 

teacher lead group work, students will learn about the leisure activities and ways whalers 

made their difficult and dreary jobs more engaging, such as by singing sea chanteys or 

creating scrimshaw. Through dramatic readings of primary source material, students will 

gain an understanding of what whalers thought and felt about their living conditions. The 

lesson is approximately 60 minutes in length. 

 

WHAT TO EXPECT  
On the day of your museum visit plan to arrive at the museum 15 minutes before the 

scheduled start time of the first lesson. The students and chaperones should be given 

nametags and tickets prior to boarding the bus to the museum. Once the bus has been 

parked, please check in for your group at the Ticket Office and make the necessary 

payments. An Education Staff member will board the school bus to orient students and 

chaperones to Heritage Museums & Gardens. After introducing the museum and 

reminding students of the rules, the staff member will make certain that each group's 

leader understands when and where their lesson is to take place. All lessons for 

Scrimshaw & Song take place in the Art Museum.  

 

The 60 minute lesson starts with students reading quotes from the diaries of crew men, 

officers and the wife of a whale ship captain. Listening to the words of those who 

experienced the whale journey will help students to better understand the context of 

scrimshaw and sea chanteys. Following the introduction, the class will be divided into 

two groups or ñwatches.ò One group of students will be engaged with authentic artifacts 

made by whalemen and learn the process of creating scrimshaw. The second group will 

work as a team to learn about the importance of the sea chantey in daily work and in 

leisure time. Working together students will understand how a chantey could make 

hauling and moving goods easier. Songs were also great ways to pass the long periods of 

boredom on board ship, and students will learn some of the popular songs of the day. 

 

ABOUT THIS PACKET  
This Teacher's Packet contains materials that were created to be used easily in your 

classroom. Introducing your students to the pre-visit information and vocabulary will 

enhance their experience during the museum visit. The post-visit section contains 

additional lesson-related information and activities to help you reinforce important terms 

and concepts. All of the resources in this packet were created to foster a more meaningful 

experience for your students. 
 



2 

 

CURRICULUM FRAMEWORKS CONNECTIONS  
 

At Heritage Museums & Gardens, we are committed to helping you meet the demands of Education 

Reform. Each of our programs may be used to fulfill a multitude of standards across several disciplines. 

Listed below are examples of how the program and its Pre- and Post-Visit Teacherôs Packet can be used 

to meet specific standards. Detailed Curriculum Frameworks Connections listings for this or any other 

individual program may be obtained by calling Amanda Meyer, Manager of School and Youth 

Programs, at (508) 888-3300 ext. 160. 

 

Scrimshaw & Song 

Curriculum Intensive Experience Program 
 

English Language Arts 

 Language Strand 

  Learning Standards: 2, 4 

 Literature Strand 

  Learning Standards: 9 

 

Science and Technology/Engineering 

 Life Science Strand: 10 

 Technology/Engineering Strand: 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.3 

 

History and Social Science 

 Concepts and Skills: 1, 2, 3 

 Learning Standards: 3.7, 3.12, 3.13 

 

Arts  

 Visual Arts Strand 

  Learning Standards: 1, 3, 5 

 Connections Strand 

  Learning Standards: 6, 7, 9, 10 

 Music Strand 

  Learning Standards: 1, 5 

 

Layers of Learning 

Salute to American History, Focus Tour 

New England Art and History, Focus Tour 

Whaling: An Industry at Sea, Collections in Hand 
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THE WHY AND WHERE OF WHALING  

 

What are some of the historic reasons people hunted whales? 

Whales were hunted because they provided many very useful products, such as: 

Å Food for humans and animals. 

Å Oil (from blubber) was used as an important source of light (lamp oil) and as a waterproof coating 

for cloth. During the 1800s (especially from 1820-1860 when Europe and the United States were 

rapidly building factories), whale oil became even more valuable as a machine lubricant . Until the 

manufacturing of synthetic oils was perfected in the 1960s, whale oil was regarded as the best oil to 

lubricate the gears in watches, clocks and sewing machines. 

 Baleen commonly called whalebone, was used in fashion for corset stays, collar stays and skirt 

hoops. It was also used to make brooms, brushes, buggy whips, and riding crops. Baleen was used 

for artistic purposes by whalers to make scrimshaw such as corset busks or yarn winders called 

swifts. 

What are some of the other uses of whales?  

Å Whale bone was used for artistic purposes and for fashion items, such as walking sticks, toy and 

game pieces, and fertilizer. 

Å Ambergris, a waxy substance produced by the digestive system of sperm whales, was used in 

perfume. 

Å Spermaceti, a thick, waxy substance found in the head and oil of sperm whales, made the best and 

most valuable candles because they burned the brightest and longest giving off very little smoke or 

odor.  
 

Where did people go whaling? 
By the 1850s whales in the North Atlantic were very difficult to find. Whalers were bound around Cape 

Horn, hunting whales along the coast of South America, then along the Equator, and moving north with 

the change of seasons. Ships would hunt along the coasts of Australia, New Zealand, and South America 

between October and February, and then head north for the grounds in the Arctic Ocean, and along the 

coasts of Alaska and Japan during the spring and summer. The pursuit of whales allowed American 

sailors to visit people who had never before encountered people from another culture. Whalers were able 

to bring back valuable information and objects from many different cultural groups. 
 

When did people stop whaling? 
There were several reasons for the decline in whaling, including: 
 

1. The invention of electric lighting in the late 1800s. This meant less need for oil lamps. 

2. The discovery of fossil oil in Pennsylvania in 1859. Other land oil finds followed in other states like 

Texas. Oil was easier to obtain on land than from the sea. 

3. Changes in fashion. Women stopped wearing corsets (after doctors showed their harmful effects) and 

hoop skirts in favor of unwaisted dresses in the 1920s, so baleen was not needed for busks or stays. 

Walking sticks and collar stays went out of fashion for men. 

4. SUCCESS! The whalers were too successful killing whales. Whale populations declined making the 

voyages less profitable. It took more time to find a whale to kill because ships needed to go to more 

remote places, like Antarctica.  
 

Germany, Iceland, Japan, Norway, Russia, and other nations continued to hunt whales. They used new 

technology such as catcher boats and factory ships to catch and process whales. These innovations 

allowed whalers to hunt other species of whales, like blue whales, which previously had not been 

hunted. The 1930s saw the most whales killed ever. In 1946 the United States and fourteen other 

countries formed the International Whaling Commission to set quotas on the number of whales killed 

each year. 
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CATCHING A WHALE  
 

The diagram below shows what it might look like if we could take a typical whaling ship 

and cut it in half to see inside. The ship pictured below is 105 feet long. Most ships used 

in whaling were 100 to 130 feet long. The sperm whale shown next to the ship is 60 feet 

long. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Catching a whale was a long, difficult and dangerous process that was quite often 

unsuccessful. The following description tells us what the process of catching a whale was 

like during the time period from the 1820s to the 1850s:   

 

At the top of one of the ship's masts that hold up the sails (70-90 

feet above the deck), two men (an officer and a seaman) stood "in 

the hoops" looking for whales. The hoops were metal rings larger 

than a basketball hoop on the left and right side of the mast. The 

men stood on one or two boards coming out from the mast. Each 

shift was two hours long and the watch person who spotted a 

whale received a bonus in their pay. A whale was usually spotted 

by the spout of air and mist it exhaled, sometimes called a blow. 

Upon seeing this, the watch person would alert everyone on deck 

by yelling either "There she blows!" or "Whale ho!" 

 

After relaying the information as to what species the whale was (each type could be 

identified by its distinctive spout), how far away it was, and in what direction it was 

traveling, the crew would lower the whaleboats from the side of the ship (see picture 

above). Each boat was about 30 feet long and held six men - an officer, a harpooner, and 

four regular sailors. Four men would row each boat and the officer steered using a long 

oar as the rudder. After rowing to the whale (sometimes five or more miles away!), the 

harpooner stood up, turned around, and picked up his harpoon. Upon the command of the 

officer, the harpooner "darted his iron" or stabbed the whale. He would then quickly use 

another harpoon that was tied to about 2,000 feet of rope coiled up in two tubs in the 

boat. 
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When harpooned, whales usually did one of three things: 

 

1. Stove the boat. This was when a whale thrashed wildly about and its body 

(intentionally or unintentionally) damaged the boat and usually caused the men to fall 

out of the boat and into the water. Unfortunately, many men drowned because they did 

not know how to swim. 

 

2. Sound. This is when a whale dives to the bottom of the ocean. Most whales take a few 

shallow dives before diving deep. Because the harpoon is connected to the boat, the 

officer needed to decide if and when to cut the line. If the line was not cut in time, a 

whale could pull the boat underwater! 

 

3. "Nantucket Sleigh Ride." This was when a harpooned whale pulled a whaleboat 

across the ocean at a very fast speed (Some whales can swim at 20 miles per hour for 

several hours!).  

 

When the whale tired out, the whaleboat approached the whale again. The officer, having 

switched places with the harpooner, used a killing lance to stab the whale in the heart or 

lungs. The whale died within 15 minutes and usually rolled onto one side. The whale was 

now "fin out." The men tied a rope around its tail and dragged it back to the ship either by 

rowing or by sailing. Or, they signaled to the main ship, and the captain would come to 

pick them up. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Back at the ship, the real work began. The harpooners used long handle knives to cut the 

whale's blubber into long strips, called blanket pieces. Onboard, men cut the strips into 

two foot square pieces. These small pieces were put in the try pots, large kettles, and 

heated to the boiling point. Depending on the species, from 50 to 80 percent of the 

blubber melted into oil, just like bacon fat becomes bacon grease. Processing a whale 

usually took a day or two and then the sailors had to clean the ship, which was dirty from 

the smoke and from the blood. The oil was stored in barrels in the ship's hold (see picture 

on previous page). Whaleships typically gathered between 1,500 and 3,000 barrels before 

heading home. A large right whale could produce about 90 barrels of oil. An average 

sperm whale produced 25 ï 40 barrels of oil.  
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  WHALE FACTS    
Did you know that whales are mammals? Even though they live in the ocean, whales are 

not fish. They breathe air the way land animals do. They give birth to their young instead 

of laying eggs. They feed their calves milk. They are warm blooded. They have a thick 

layer of fat under their skin called blubber that protects them from the cold. 

 

The male whale is called a bull, the female is called a cow, and the baby whale is a calf. 

 

Scientistsô call whales Cetaceans (pronounced "see-TAY-shuns"), which means 

"whales." 

 

There are two types of whales: toothed whales and baleen whales. Toothed whales catch 

fish and other sea animals with their teeth. Baleen whales such as the right or humpback 

whale have no teeth. Instead, they strain food from the water through their comb-like 

baleen plates. They gulp down millions of tiny sea creatures called plankton. Most 

toothed whales are comparatively small. Sperm whales, pilot whales and orcas 

(sometimes called killer whales) are all toothed whales. 

 

Toothed whales have one nostril, or blowhole; baleen whales have two. As a whale 

exhales, the warm air and moisture from its lungs make a spray called a blow, or spout. 

You can identify different whales by the shape of their misty blows. 

 

Two flat lobes, or flukes, make up a whale's tail. A whale swims by moving its flukes up 

and down like a paddle. Fish swim by moving their tails from side to side. 

 

How do whales sleep? Because they are mammals, whales must breathe. When they rest, 

they float on the surface of the water and drift. This is called logging. Whales are 

voluntary breathers. Human beings can breathe even if they are unconscious; they are 

involuntary breathers. A whale will suffocate if it becomes unconscious. 

 

Whales can be very sociable animals. They often travel in pairs, or in groups called pods.  

 

The blue whale is the largest animal that has ever lived. Not even the largest of the 

dinosaurs, alive millions of years ago, grew as large as the largest whales today.
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A WHALE OF A QUIZ!  

After reading the Whale Facts page, see if you can answer all of these questions. Good 

luck! 
 

1. Whales are not fish. They are      that live in the sea. 

 

2. Male whales are called: 

 a) breaches  b) bulls  c) cows  d) pods 

 

3. Another name for a baby whale is a      . 

 

4. Whales often travel in groups. What is the name for a group of whales? 

 _______________________________. 

 

5. Scientists have a special name for whales. They call them: 

   

        . 

 

6. Baleen whales do not have       . 

 

7. Some examples of toothed whales are: (circle the right answer) 

 a) Humpback, Sei, Fin  c) Gray, Right, Bowhead 

 b) Sperm, Orca, Pilot  d) Minke, Blue, Bryde's 

 

8. Toothed whales have     blowhole(s). 

    Baleen whales have     blowhole(s). 

 

9. The largest animal that ever lived is the  

 a) Giant Squid   b) Elephant  c) Blue whale d) King Kong 

 

10. Write four facts about whales: 
 

1)               
 

2)               
 

3)               
 

4)               
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SCRIMSHAW:  
A FABULOUS FOLK ART  

 

What is folk art? 

Folk art has been described as ñThe recognition of the irrepressible urge of the human 

spirit to decorate, embellish, innovate, to bring beauty in so many ways, shapes, and 

forms into everyday life.ò
1
 The folk artist was not formally trained; instead they acquired 

or gained their skills through apprenticeship and observation. Folk art objects are a way 

for people to bring beauty into their everyday lives. Also, they can often be considered as 

an historical record because they give us insight into how life was lived in a specific 

community during the time the object was made.  

 

 

Other types of folk art 

There are many types of objects that can be considered folk art such as weathervanes, 

samplers, paper cut outs, ship figureheads and furniture. A few more common examples 

that students may relate to are: portraits (painted, drawn and stitched), landscapes and 

seascapes (ñportraitsò of towns, villages and farms), trade signs, tobacconist figures and 

shop signs (commonly used until the end of the nineteenth century to advertise goods and 

services). 

 

 

What is scrimshaw? 
Scrimshaw is any of various carved or engraved articles made especially by American 

whalers from the bones, teeth and tusks of whales and walruses. The crew on a whaling 

ship was made up of between 20 and 30 men. Although there was plenty for everyone 

aboard to do when a whale was caught and for days afterward as it was processed, all of 

the men were not needed for the regular daily tasks involved in sailing the ship. The time 

between finding whales passed slowly, especially on long voyages. Some whaling trips 

lasted as long as three or four years. We can imagine that much of the time spent aboard 

ship for these men was filled with boredom. As Captain William H. Raynard, ship 

Abigail, of New Bedford (1835-1838), writes: 

 

Times are so dull, this dog's age. Off Cocos isle. Rain, dull 

musick. (In February) Saw nothing. That is the cry now days. 

The cooper is going ahead making tools for scrimshan. We had a 

facas betwixt the cook and the stewart, the 20
th
 Oct. All hands 

employed in schrimsa.  

 

One way whalemen chose to pass the time was by using the whale teeth, whale bones or 

baleen that were available after a whale was processed to create objects that they could 
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use aboard ship and to give to loved ones back home. This was called scrimshaw. So 

many whalers were involved with scrimshaw that over 20,000 people are estimated to 

have participated. 

 

Where the word "scrimshaw" comes from is also disputed. One theory is that it came 

from a Dutch word meaning "lazy or idle fellow." Perhaps this is because whalers used 

scrimshaw as a way to occupy their idle hands out at sea. 

 

 

Why is scrimshaw considered a folk art? 

Ivory carving  is an ancient art form. There are examples on elephant and walrus tusks as 

early as five centuries ago. Inuit and South Sea Island cultures had a definite influence on 

New England whalers. Scrimshaw was done on whaling ships as a hobby for the 

whalemen to pass the time between capturing, cutting-in and trying-out a whale. Many of 

the scrimshaw pieces produced were useful objects that had personal value because they 

were created as mementos for family members and loved ones back home. These pieces 

also serve as an historical record of life aboard a whaling vessel. Most scrimshaw was not 

signed by the artist. For these reasons, scrimshaw is often classified under the broad 

category of folk art.  
 
1
 Robert Bishop and Jacqueline M. Atkins. Folk Art in American Life. New York: Viking Studio Books, 

1995, p.1  
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HOW SCRIMSHAW WAS MADE  

 

Making Scrimshaw Teeth 
It is a long way from the rough teeth that must be extracted from the whale's jaw (see below) to the 

finished product. As Francis Allyn Olmsted notes in Incidents of a Whaling Voyage: 

 

The extraction of the teeth is the practice of dentistry on a grand scale. The patient, i.e. the lower 

jaw is bound down to ring bolts in the deck. The dentist, a boatsteerer, with several assistants, 

first makes vigorous use of his gum lancet, to wit, a cutting spade wielded in both hands. A start 

is given to the teeth, while his assistants apply the instrument of extraction to one end of the row, 

consisting of a powerful purchase of tow fold pulleyséthe teeth snap from their sockets in quick 

succession.  

 

Once a tooth was removed from a whale's lower jaw, it was very rough. The first step in creating a 

scrimshawed tooth was to smooth the surface with either a carpenterôs tool or jack knife and then use an 

abrasive such as shark skin or sand paper. The smooth tooth would then be polished with ashes or 

pumice and rubbed with the palm of the hand to make it shiny. Scrimshaw was best done when the teeth 

or bones were fresh because the surface got brittle as it dried out. The men would often soak teeth and 

bone in brine to soften them if they could not be used immediately. Similarly, baleen would be hung out 

to dry so that it would turn hard like plastic. 

 

Once the tooth was prepared, the design was carved into it with a sharp tool. Whalemen often used a 

knife, a sail makerôs needle or simply a nail in a wooden peg. The designs they created were often their 

own original ideas. Sometimes, however, their designs would come from newspapers or magazines that 

they had with them on board. To copy a picture onto a tooth, the sailor would put the paper image on top 

of the tooth, then take a pin and prick holes through the paper around the outline of the image, leaving 

holes in the surface of the tooth. Sometimes they would connect the holes to make line drawings. Other 

times they just used dots to create the image. 

 

In order to make the design stand out, the artist would rub one of the few pigments that whalers had 

access to such as lampblack, ink, iron oxide, organic substances and sometimes paint, into the crevices 

of the design. The tooth would be cleaned off and the dark coloring would only stay in the engraved 

lines. 

 

Other Types of Scrimshaw 
Not all scrimshaw was made by scratching or carving pictures on whale's teeth. Some images were 

engraved on walrus tusks. Also, a great deal of scrimshaw is made up of objects carved from whalebone. 

Examples of the objects that were made include boxes, butter knives, door stoppers, hinges, fans, 

frames, jewelry, shawl pins, stamps, toys, umbrella handles, knitting needles, dominoes, or walking stick 

handles. 
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WORDS TO KNOW 
 

 

 

 

 

Baleen strong, lightweight, comb-like plates of keratin (the same material that 

your fingernails and horses' hooves are made of) that grow from the 

roof of the mouth of some whales.  The baleen plates are used by 

whales to strain food from the water. 

 

 

Chanteys  songs used by whalemen to help them work together. 

 

 

Corset a close-fitting undergarment worn by women to give their waistlines a 

thinner shape. 

 

 

Forecastle (pronounced Foôcsal) the space in a sailing ships at the front of the 

ship where the crew lived. 

 

 

Ivory  comes from the teeth and tusks of mammals such as elephants, walrus, 

whales, hippopotamus and warthogs. 

 

 

Log a record of a shipôs speed, its progress, and events that occurred on a 

voyage. 

 

 

Primary   going back to the original record or object and not  

Source  relying on someone else telling you about what happened. 

 

 

Scrimshaw  the art of carving or cutting designs on whalebone or whalesô  

teeth; or a decorative article made by this art. 

 

 

Ship   three masts with ñsquare sailsò on each mast. 
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WORDS TO REMEMBER  
 

 

Bodkin a tool used to put holes in cloth. A great gift for a loved one at home. 

 

 

Busk the long, flat, hard piece which goes in the front of a corset to 

encourage straight posture and to provide support for lacing the 

corset. 

 

 

Fid a tool used to splice or join together two short pieces of rope to make 

one longer piece, or used to put holes in the thick canvas of ship sails 

so they could be sewn and repaired. 

 

 

Jagging wheel a very popular scrimshaw product. A wheel with a gear like  

edge used for making the edges of pies. 

 

 

Lobscouse hard bread and salt meat well sprinkled with pepper, chopped into 

pieces and boiled in water. 

 

 

Pin-pri ck one way to make an outline for a design on a piece of 

transfer scrimshaw, similar to making a connect the dots puzzle. 

 

 

Swift a tool that was used to help wind yarn into balls. 

 

 

Windlass  hand-powered tool on a ship used for lifting heavy objects,  

such as anchors and whale blubber. 

 

 

Duff    a dish made of crushed hardtack (hard crackers), with water,   

   molasses, and sometimes raisins. 
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REVIEW:  FAVORITE ARTIFACT ACTIVITY  
 

 

Draw a picture of your favorite object in the Scrimshaw and Song lesson.  

Below your drawing write three sentences about the object. 

 

You may want to include: 

Å what it is Å how it was made 

Å from what material it is made Å for whom the object was made 

Å who used or wore it Å why it was your favorite 

 

 

 

              

The following is a complete list of the artifacts included in the Scrimshaw and Song lesson.  (Please 

note that it may not have been possible for all of the objects listed to have been shown during your 

lesson due to time constraints.) 

 

 

 

 

 

       ñA Race on the Mississippiò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ñWarshipsò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Clothespin 

 

 
 

Pie Crimper ï Jagging Wheel 

 
 

Baleen Corset Busk 
 

 

Bodkin 


