FLYING WITH WHALES
An interview with Alexander and Nicole Gratovsky for On Air Magazine.
By Alice Gelikh

A line about the Dolphin Embassy somewhere in Tenerife I accidentally came across on
the Internet, caught my eye and, finding its own place in the subconscious, stuck forever.
The search led me to the film “Intraterrestrial. A Fleeting Contact” — a film shot during
the round-the-world expedition along the 30th parallel north, a journey to the borders
between human civilization and the world of cetaceans. The film directors, Alexander
and Nicole Gratovsky, are the founders of the Dolphin Embassy, and it is anthropology
that focuses not on bottlenose dolphins and killer whales but on people that brought them
to cetaceans. But still — why dolphins?
You have spent over five thousand hours in the world of whales and dolphins. But as
far as I know, you are not marine biologists...
Alexander: That’s true, we have nothing to do with marine biology. We were engaged in
anthropology, humans, consciousness, culture, and possibilities. And once we ran into a
brick wall realizing we were not moving further, that we were unable not only to find
answers to the main questions, but approach them in general.
What kind of questions?

Alexander: The eternal ones, such as who we are, where and why we are heading off. How
complete one’s life can be? How can we communicate with the universe and with
ourselves? What is consciousness? Happiness? All these questions are the central ones, but
they seem to live beyond science. Science knows about the strength of materials, the Dow
Jones index, artificial intelligence, and mobile phones. But it knows nothing about the
nature of inspiration, joy, and love — something we cannot imagine our life without. We
reached a dead end and we honestly admitted this to our colleagues and friends. And once,
independently of each other, two of them — one in Russia and the other in France —
advised us to check on dolphins. Neither had to do anything with the sea, but they did know
something important about how everything works.
Nicole: Before that, not only had we never seen dolphins, we hardly even knew how to
swim — preferring to float somewhere closer to the shore. But for some reason we agreed
that we urgently (it was, by the way, winter — not the best season for sea travel) needed to
go to sea. We found an option that seemed the most feasible one — the border between
Egypt and Sudan, where large families of dolphins were said to be often seen. Our first
encounter with them lasted for ten days and turned our life upside down.
What major revelation did you come back with that first time?
Alexander: By nature people are wonderful because we are able to embody unprecedented
beauty (whether we realize this potential is already a different question, but we all do have
it.) This is what is our inner mission, the main point of any life. But the paradox is that we
do not know about it and most often do not want to know. We are not even trained to think
about it. Each of us is a magic wand that got used to being used as a billiard cue. But
dolphins demonstrate the possibility of a very different way of life.
Why dolphins and not other mammals?
Alexander: If to compare pictures of the brains of a dolphin, a human being, a monkey
and an elephant, the biggest and most complicated would be that of the dolphin. Human
brain goes the second, then the brains of an elephant and a monkey. Unlike all of these
animals, only dolphins and whales live in 3D-space. We crawl on a plane like elephants
and horses, while dolphins and whales fly in a fluid three-dimensional environment. Thus,
they have respecting brains and languages. This is a depth and height dimension that is
constantly present in life and is very important to us.
Nicole: Moreover, even a dog can bite a person. A horse can kick. An angry elephant —
trample. As for dolphins, they seem to have a built-in prohibition on causing harm to
humans. No other of such a kind exist.
But dolphins are predators...
Alexander: Yes, and probably the strongest in the world. But this is a different concept of
strength. It is about the power of love, not fear.
How can you explain this?

Alexander: By the ability for non-instinctive behavior — overcoming even such a constant
as the instinct of physical self-preservation. There is something more important to them.
Nicole: We don’t idealize dolphins. They have their own laws, and “nothing dolphin alien
to them”, they might be irritated, apathetic, depressed, and quarrelsome.
But everything evolves in a manner that can be described as extremely honest, attentive,
and therefore full of strength. We might spend half a day at a meeting with a narrowminded stupid and unpleasant person — just out of politeness or because we feel it could
be somehow “useful”. We might listen to nonsense and even smile back. For dolphins it is
unthinkable. They’ll just turn around and swim away. No hypocrisy. And on the other hand,
they are entirely — never “half-hearted” — engaged in playing, humor, and tenderness.
You should see how they stroke each other's faces with their hands...
Faces? Hands?
Nicole: Yes, they have five fingers on each fin, they are five-toed. They hug each other.
Holding hands, they can swim for hours.
The Dolphin Embassy attracts amazing people. Its first “chargé d'affaires” were the
writer Ray Bradbury, the scientist and artist Masaru Emoto, and the musician Ravi
Shankar. How do you find each other?
Nicole: This is an association of people with a high content of “dolphinism” in their blood.
Many of them are engaged in businesses outwardly unrelated to sea. But what and how
they do it is not about consumerist survival and constant preoccupation with oneself, but
about a full life, genuine intelligence and the connectivity of all living things. You can
encounter such people in different areas, but at the same time they perfectly feel and
understand one another.
I know that Eco inspired you on a round-the-world expedition.
Nicole: To be more precise, he suggested the route. Umberto Eco happened to be
presenting our book at a book fair in London, and in the evening we discussed with him
our future expedition, and he talked about the route he himself would like to take: the 30th
parallel north,
inexplicably linking the centers of all the ancient human civilizations — Heliopolis, Cairo,
Jerusalem, Lhasa, Kailash, Delhi, the sacred mountains of China, as well as all the world’s
dolphins and whales “capitals” — Hawaii, the Bahamas, the Canary Islands, the Japanese
islands. Some kind of a belt of planetary consciousness and culture. It took us a year to
check it — the oceans, mountains, megacities, desertedness... Somehow we could not leave
this latitude and in the final part of the expedition created the Dolphin Embassy in Tenerife.
What should someone who wants to approach dolphins start their contact with?
Alexander: With oneself. If you have a good contact with yourself, the contact with the
world will go smooth, too.

Nicole: The more clogged one’s consciousness is, the more people believe themselves to
be “the crown of creation,” the more protective layers, armor, and tricks they have, the
scarier the direct contact with dolphins will seem. Just like with any power that denies
falsehood.
Alexander: Once we saw a very self-satisfied and self- confident person — with hysterics
that even made him vomit after having spent a few minutes in the water with dolphins for
the first time. It took him long to come to senses, and he kept repeating, “I don’t understand
why they brought me back that forgotten problem from the past... It doesn’t exist, I walled
it up, threw it out of my head, but they poked me into it and now I don’t know how to live.”
Nicole: And then a person develops depression, thinking, “What will such a handsome and
irresistible guy like me, look like in photos with dolphins? How will they dance around?”
but, somehow... they get and transmit the message, turn around and leave. Remember how
Lem's Solaris was working? It was the thinking ocean... The same with dolphins.
Alexander: Lying to them is physically impossible. It is impossible to be someone you are
not. This is not a metaphor, but the instantaneous and accurate feedback. Simplifying a bit,
we can say that their body has built- in capabilities for sensitive ultrasound diagnostics,
electrocardiography, electroencephalography, magnetic resonance, and so on. They see
through us catching all our feelings and thoughts. And, if we lie, they leave — in a matter
of seconds. Persuading them to come back is useless. This is a very tough and very honest
experience.
Nicole: But if you managed to figure it out, the next time a person who enters the water,
will not afraid of an open meeting with oneself, but looking for it instead. This is a real
dolphin therapy.
Have you had a chance to hang out with them recently?
Nicole: Last autumn we managed to organize an expedition to the Azores. When we
arrived, we were supposed to spend two weeks in self-isolation — a mandatory quarantine.
So, we isolated ourselves for 14 days on an expedition ship — without approaching the
shore. It was our most amazing expedition, and we were able to carry out an old plan: to
participate in their activities. Or their service, if you like...
Could you tell us a bit more about it?
Alexander: To develop a deep connection with another person, mutual personal sympathy
is enough. For a whale, that’s not. You need to be able to take part in what it does. Not in
a game, not in a rest or a hunt, but in the lengthy act of doing something. This has been
something we have been longing to do for a long time.
Nicole: Sometimes whales stand upright and motionless in very shallow waters.
Sometimes for hours. Biologists say that they use this position to have rest, but actually it
is not so. In the water, where there are many different currents, and maintaining stability is
even more difficult than when standing on the ground — you definitely will not be able to
rest. Moreover, we have repeatedly noticed that in such moments, although closing their
eyes, they are even more sensitive and attentive than usual. One can only guess what

happens to them at that moment, but if you are allowed to join, taking a step inside such a
living gigantic forest, you will find yourself in an energy field of an intensity you will
hardly confuse with anything else. Each of them has a heart of one cubic meter, and a
complex brain — much bigger than ours both in its size and the number of synoptic
connections — and all pulsates in unison. So, it was these very common practices that we
were allowed to join.
What is the most important thing we have in common and in which ways do we differ?
Alexander: Our daily life is mainly managed by external drivers. We can force each other
and ourselves to do or not do something. Their lives are directed by drivers of a very
different kind — by verbs that do not have an imperative mood. Fear is an external driver
(you can be sacred by something), love is an internal one. You cannot order someone to
love you. Repentance, compassion, gratitude — you cannot decide to feel them starting
from next Monday. Joy... You can satisfy another human being, but to make someone feel
joy — no, they have a different nature. Dolphins make decisions that contain joy. This is a
different way of life. The difference is that we rarely do this, considering other excuses for
action to be the main ones. The common thing is that, nevertheless, we are able to live the
same way. In these moments we are wise and happy.
Is it true that there are still no clear answers to most of the questions about dolphins?
It is not even clear how they swim at such a high speed...
Nicole: Yes, they seem to get energy from elsewhere because, by all accounts, internally
for such races they cannot have so much of it. Somehow they know how
to deal with this energy. Moreover, it turned out that, to a greater extent, their swimming
is described not by hydrodynamics, but by aerodynamics. That is, from a physics point
of view, they fly rather than swim... And sometimes people fly with them.

