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Settings: Oceanaria 

The concept of an oceanarium where people could come to see trained animals and learn about marine 
mammals was born in St. Augustine, Florida in the 1930’s. Florida’s Marine Studios, later renamed 
“Marineland,” was a project started by W. Douglas Burden (great-great-grandson of Cornelius 
Vanderbilt), Burden’s cousin Cornelius Vanderbilt Whitney, Count Ilia Tolstoy (grandson of the Russian 
novelist Leo Tolstoy) and Sherman Pratt, who was a descendant of a founder of Standard Oil.  

What these founders of the world’s first oceanarium had in common was a love of adventure and the 
outdoors, a desire to make films, and the money to do it. They wanted to have an indoor ocean where 
filmmakers could make underwater films and scientists, writers, 
and artists could come to study sea life. 

For decades, Marineland was Florida’s premier tourist attraction. 
There were two main tanks, a circular tank with a diameter of 75 
feet, and a rectangular tank that was 100 feet long and 40 feet 
wide. Considered an engineering feat that had never been 
accomplished before, these early tanks were the ancient 
ancestors of today’s giant aquariums. The modern, open air 
aquarium at the Atlantis Resort (Paradise Island, Bahamas) is an 
11-million gallon marvel that covers 34 acres, and the Georgia 
Aquarium, claiming to be the world’s largest, houses more than 
100,000 marine animals in 8-million gallons. 

When marine mammal shows first began, the lives of captive dolphins 
were a sad existence. Marine Studios advertised “The Educated 
Porpoise” and while there were some demonstrations of basic training, 
the same shows were done year after year with little regard for the 
animal’s living conditions or need for space.  

In the 1960’s, Karen Pryor found herself charged with developing the 
animal training demonstrations for the marine mammals at Sea Life Park 
in Hawaii. With input from B.F. Skinner, Pryor developed a program that 
used state-of-the-art behavioral procedures. Pryor’s work (described in 
her book Lads Before the Wind: Diary of a Dolphin Trainer) led the way 
to the more sophisticated training we see in aquariums today. 

Today’s marine mammal trainers are educated in the use behavioral 
procedures. They concern themselves with enriching the animal’s environment 
through both stimuli (e.g., toys) and play sessions and ensuring that living 
spaces are large enough to provide adequate room for exercise and stimulation. 
Further, trainers at aquariums now use reinforcement in a manner that keeps 
animals motivated. This involves understanding schedules of reinforcement, 
how to cue behaviors, how to use “bridges” and conditioned reinforcers, how 
to introduce novelty to sessions, how to use the animal’s trained skills to 
manage health and daily needs, and how to implement programs that teach the 
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animal to make choices regarding preferred reinforcers (via a 
reinforcement menu). 

Sophisticated training techniques based on the principles of 
applied behavior analysis combined with what we now know about 
the importance of enrichment result in a more humane lifestyle for 
animals who live in aquariums and other captive settings. 

 


