
Platypus



A Mysterious Creature



The platypus (Ornithorhynchus anatinus) is considered to be one of the 
world's most unusual animals. It is often described as a living fossil - a 
furry, warm-blooded, egg-laying mammal which has some features of 

reptiles. 

A Living Fossil

It is sometimes described as a "living fossil" because of it’s ancient 
lineage to prehistoric times and its combination of mammalian and 
reptilian features.

Aboriginal legend
According to Aboriginal legend, the first platypus 
were born after a young female duck mated with a 

lonely and persuasive water-rat. The duck's offspring 
had their mother's bill and webbed feet and their 

father's four legs and handsome brown fur.



Why All the Mystery?

 Platypus are solitary animals that do not form social groups or family units. 

An extraordinary animal that is unclassifiable! It doesn’t fit any neat boxes.

They are peculiar in every way, it seems as if God decided to create a hybrid 
of animals, some kind of weird practical joke, except that, the greatest 

miracle is that it works wonderfully!

Here we have an animal with a beak like a bird, fur like an otter, lays eggs 
yet is a mammal; meaning it suckles it’s young, can swim and dig, is 

mysterious and hunts at night without using eyes or ears!

Nature is not neat and tidy and it throws a curve ball every now and then, the 
platypus is an incredible example of  creativity expressed through 

practicality in the least obvious ways!



Can stay under water for about 14 minutes at rest.

When searching for food, it can stay submerged for about a minute.

Can lower it’s own heart beat from more than 200 beats per minute to less than 10 
beats per minute.

Platypus fur is more dense and fine than polar bears or otters, it is in two layers, a 
woolly undercoat and a longer protective hairs which trap a layer of air even while 
diving so that water never touches the skin.

The platypus hunts at night and it closes it’s eyes and ears while under water, (it’s ears 
are behind it’s eyes!), it uses an electro-sensory system to track down it’s prey, the bill 
contain various pressure sensors that help it to detect the small electric flickers 
produced by  the aquatic creatures it feeds on.

Their bills are not hard like a duck, they are covered with skin and are used to dig and 
search for food among rocks and gravel. The bill is rubbery and flexible.

Under the Water



To swim the platypus uses only it’s front legs. It’s front legs are used for propulsion 
through the water, they are shaped perfectly like paddles when the folds of skin under it’s 
feet are open in the water. While on land, the “paddles” fold away so that it can be 
mobile on land, this also allows it’s strong claws to dig burrows into the earth.

The back legs provide steering and stabilization while swimming. The combination of 
strong claws and folds of skin makes the animal into both a supreme swimmer and 
digger.

The main function of the tail is to store up to 50% of the animal’s body fat, providing an 
energy reserve if foood is scarce. The tail is also like a paddle. Great for swimming, on 
the other hand it is also used to push earth out of the way while digging.

Under the Water cont.



The platypus is a warm-blooded mammal which lays and hatches eggs. The mother is 
believed to incubate them between her lower belly and curled-up tail for a period of about 
10 or 11 days as she rests in an underground nest made of leaves or other vegetation 
collected from the water. A female platypus does not have nipples. Instead, a rich milk is 
secreted from two round patches of skin midway along the mother's belly. It is believed 
that a baby platypus feeds by slurping up milk with rhythmic sweeps of its stubby bill. 
When the juveniles first enter the water at the age of about four months, they are nearly 
(80-90%) as long as an adult. 

Male platypus do not help to raise the young.

Life and Death



Platypus have been recorded to live to at least 16 years in the wild, though most 
individuals die at a much younger age. From the time they first leave the nesting burrow, 
juvenile males are equipped with a conspicuous cone-shaped spur (initially about 1 
centimetre long) on each hind leg. At first the spurs are protected by a white chalky layer, 
which gradually chips away to reveal the slightly curved true spur by the age of about one 
year.

Platypus do not seem to make any calls or loud vocalisations. Occasionally, when 
disturbed or threatened, a platypus may make a soft growling noise. 

Predators that feed on platypus are mainly birds of prey, dogs and foxes.

Life and Death



Platypus are air-breathing mammals, and by choice spend up to 17 hours a day resting out of the 
water in an underground burrow

The Platypus is a marvel as far as design goes, just when you think you are starting to understand 
what it is, it changes into something else and you have to rethink your basic assumptions about 
what it is or what it does.

One example of this is that it is also poisonous!

Platypus poison 
The platypus is the only Australian mammal known to be venomous. Adult males have a pointed 
spur (about 15 millimetres long) located just above the heel of each hind leg, which can be used 
to inject poison produced by a gland in the thigh (the crural gland). 

More Surprises!



Venom is only secreted by mature males, with production peaking during the platypus breeding 
season in late winter and spring. It is therefore presumed that males mainly use their spurs when 
competing for mates or breeding territories.  

 If provoked, a male platypus can use his spurs as a defensive weapon. In the days when platypus 
were shot for their fur, dogs were sometimes killed after being sent to retrieve a wounded male 
from the water.

Platypus venom is not considered to be life-threatening to a healthy human. However, spurring is 
painful - in part, because platypus spurs are sharp and can be driven in with great force. As well, 
platypus poison triggers severe pain in the affected limb and can result in quite spectacular 
localised swelling.  

More Surprises!



If we were to be inspired by the platypus and wanted to invent a machine that could do 
all that we see this creature do, what would our new machine look like and what would 
it need to be able to do? Discuss and then draw a sketch of what it would look like and 
how it might work!

Have you ever felt insecure? In a new situation, if you don’t fit in, don’t know the 
language or face different challenges than the people around you. Think of a situation in 
your life when you felt this the most. A moment in time when you felt like an oddity or a 
weirdo! What made you feel this way and what does God want you to learn from this 
through looking at the platypus?

Are there things in your life or personality that you don’t see as strengths that God may 
want to turn around to use as great tools in His service. Think of at least one and see 
how it may also be a strength when turned over to God. 

Practical Application


