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ON MAKAIRA NIGRICANS OF LACEPEDE 

By 

JAMES E. MORROAV, J R. 

INTRODUCTION 

The identity of Makaira nigricans has long been a puzzle 
to ichthyologists engaged in studies of the istiophorids. While 
undoubtedly a marlin of some sort, the published description 
and figure (Lacepede, 1803: 688—691, PI. 13, fig. 3) are such 
that it has been impossible to identify the fish with any known 
species. Lacepede himself never saw the actual specimen, but 
made his description from the notes and a sketch sent to him 
by MM . Traversay, Fleuriau-Bellevue, and Lamathe. The first 
named was the sub-prefect of La Rochelle, the second was said 
to have been a well-known naturalist of the district, and the 
third appears to have been a gentleman resident at Ars, on the 
western side of the li e du Re, where the fish was found washed 
up on a beach after a storm. 

Recently, through the efforts of Dr. Willard Hartman, Pea-
body Museum of Natural History, Yale University, we received 
photographs of the original sketch (reproduced here as fig. 1) 
and notes from the librarian of the Museum National d'His-
toire Naturelle in Paris. On this drawing, several notes give 
the dimensions of various parts of the fish. These notes are 
in two handwritings. One is rather coarse and heavy and con-
tains several misspellings. Presumably this is the hand of the 
person who drew the sketch. The other hand is much finer, 
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apparently that of a well-educated person, and is presumably 
the writing of either M. Fleuriau-Bellevue or M. Lamathe, 
The impression gained by examining the notes in the two hands 
is that those in the coarser hand were made first, and that 
those in the finer hand represent additions and corrections. 
Prof. Georges May, Department of French, Yale University, 
kindly puzzled out the sometimes rather illegible notations and 
archaic usages. 

Figure 1. The Traversay drawing, on which Lacepede based his description 
of Makaira nigricans. See text for notations. The small picture at the lower 
left is the illustration published by Lacepede. 

Over the snout of the fish is written "2 pieds de Longure 
De la Picque ou defense"; along the anterior edge of the dorsal 
fin, "hautur 23 pouze"; above the middle of the back, in the 
better handwriting, "Cette partie se replojoit sur elle meme 
dans le corps de l'animal et saillois de 4 ou 5 pouces a l'ex-
terieur"; along the anterior edge of the second dorsal "Eleron 
9 pouze"; across the spread of the tail, "hauture de la queue 
4 pieds de haut," and in the better hand, "d'une pointe a 
1'autre"; below the caudal peduncle, "pointe D'os 2 pouze"; 
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along the posterior edge of the anal fin, "Elerons 15 pouze 
de deboute" (the last two words quite illegible, but Prof. May 
suggests that a poorly educated person might have made such 
usage of the adverb "debout") ; below the belly, "Du corps 
entier De Longueur 10 pieds," and below this, in the better 
hand "trois pieds de profil" ; along the anterior edge of the 
pectoral fin, "Longuer 23 pouze." Notes on the back of the 
drawing, apparently written b}^ Lacepede and copied for us 
by Dr. Hartman, read: "I I pesait 365 kylogr. 730 lbs." (the 
latter in pencil in another hand) "Les habitants de l'll e de Rhe en 
ont mange avec plaisir. La chair etait un peu seche, non huileuse. 
Makaira. Makaira noiratre. L'individu dessine a ete pris aupres 
de la rochelle. La tempete Pavait jete sur le rivage. Le sous-
prefet Traversay m'a donne le dessin sur lequel j 'ecris cette 
note." 

The notes on the separate page, in a hand similar to the finer 
one on the sketch, read: "Notes a ajouter a la description du 
poisson echoue sur les cotes de l'Isle de Re en Vendre an 10._ 
dont le dessin a ete remis a M. de Lacepede par M. de Tra-
versay. Ce poisson n'a point d'event sur la tete comme les 
Marsouins. L'os de la deffense ressemble asses a l'yvoire. La 
deffense est ronde, et sans tranchans d'aucun cote, elle est droite, 
unie et sans sillons. II n'a point de dents, son palais etoit extre-
ment apre a la main. La chair tres blanche, courte, seche et 
d'un gout fade. 

"Ces renseignmens ainsi que le dessein, ont ete donnes a M. 
Fleuriau-Bellevue par M. Lainathe fils, demeurant a Ars, Isle 
de Re M. Lamathe lui a mande qu'il repondrois tres volontiers 
a toutes les questions que M. de Lacepede jugerois a propos 
de lui faire a ce sujet." 

DISCUSSION 

Much of the difficulty that has been encountered in attempt-
ing to identify any currently known species of marlin with 
Mahaira nigricans is the direct result of two errors made by 
Lacepede in writing his description. First, he stated "Longueure 
totale, 330 centimetres," but the notes on the original drawing 
clearly say that the length of the body—not the whole fish— 
was ten pieds (about 3250 mm). On this point, Cuvier (1831: 
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290), referring to the figure published by Lacepede, remarked, 
"M . de Lacepede a fait refaire le dessin d'apres ces dimen-
sions ecrites; mais je crois qu'il a trop raccourci le corps, et 
que 1'auteur du dessin n'entendait pas comprendre dans les 
vingt [sic] pieds l'epee ni la Caudale." Following Cuvier's hint, 
i t would seem that the posterior reference point in measuring 
the length of the body was somewhere near the base of the tail. 

But from what anterior point was the body measured? Com-
paring the length of the spear given by Lacepede (2 pieds, or 
about 650 mm), with various measurements of snout length in 
other large martins indicates that the spear of M. nigricans 
must have been measured from its tip to the tip of the lower 
jaw. Both the angle of the mouth and the anterior border of the 
eye are too far back. Measurements to either of these points 
from the tip of the snout would, in such a large fish, be on the 
order of 900 to 1,000 mm or more, rather than 650 mm. The 
nostril, another possible reference point, is so close to the eye 
that measurements to this would still be far larger than 650 
mm. The most probable reference points for the snout measure-
ments are thus the tip of the snout and the tip of the lower jaw. 
At 650 mm, this length of snout is quite reasonable for a large 
fish. Lacking evidence to the contrary, it is logical to assume 
that the anterior reference point in measuring the body length 
was also the tip of the lower jaw. This results in a standard 
length of the fish, from the tip of the snout to the tail base, of 
about 3900 mm. This is indeed a very large fish, but i t is not 
beyond the recorded or reported size for several species of 
marlins. 

The second error of transcription in Lacepede's article is his 
statement "une hauteur d'une meter" (1,000 mm),whereas the 
note on the sketch reads "trois pieds de profll" (974 mm). To 
the ichthyologist, "profil " is not the same as body depth 
(hauteur). The latter is the straight-line distance from the mid-
dorsal to the mid-ventral line, while the former is the distance 
between these two lines measured around the curvature of the 
body. For white marlin, our data indicate that the depth varies 
between 79% and 89% of the profile, averaging 82%. Data 
supplied by Dr. C. R. Robins, Marine Laboratory, University 
of Miami, produce an average relationship of a fraction over 
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82% for 26 specimens of Atlantic blue marlin. Nakamura 
(1938: 5) reported that the depth averaged between 83% and 
86% of the profile in the three Pacific species examined by him. 
Since M. nigricans was an Atlantic fish, it seems justifiable to 
take 82.5% of the profile for an approximation to the body 
depth, or 804 mm. 

Two other points require comment. I t has been suggested that 
the awkard positioning of the pectoral fins in the sketch was 
intended to portray the rigid pectoral fins of the black marlin 
of the Indo-Pacific. Indeed, we ourselves (Morrow, 1959) ad-
vanced somewhat the same line of reasoning in seeking to 
establish the identity of Tetrapturus indicus Cuvier. But there 
we were dealing with a drawing made by an experienced zoologi-
cal illustrator. In the present situation, the drawing apparently 
was made by someone with littl e education, zoological knowl-
edge, or artistic ability. Particularly since the black marlin 
has never been recorded from the Atlantic ocean, it seems to us 
far more probable that Cuvier's (1831: 289) interpretation 
was correct—that, consciously or no, the artist was influenced 
by experience with a fish that must have been well-known to 
him, the broadbill swordfish, and drew the fins as he thought 
they ought to be rather than as they were. 

The statement that the meat of M. nigricans was "tres 
blanche" has also been taken to indicate the black marlin, whose 
flesh is very white in contrast to the red meat of the Atlantic 
species. However, we have eaten nearly all the istiophorids*, 
and can testify from personal experience that the flesh of all 
these turns white when cooked. Since the rest of the description 
of the meat obviously refers to its condition on the table, the 
statement regarding color can only mean that it was well done. 

The remaining measurements, etc., seem clear enough, and a? 
Lacepede and the notes agree, there seems to be no need for 
further comment. We now have a set of dimensions for M. 
nigricans as shown in Table I , and by exercising only the mini-
mum of imagination, it should be possible to reconstruct the 
beast. The result is shown in fig. 2. 

*  Atlantic and Indo-Pacific blue marlins, black, white and striped marlins, 
Atlantic and Indian ocean sailfish, Indo-Pacific spearfish. 
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TABL E I 

Revised dimensions of Makaira nigricans Lacepede* 

Height of dorsal fin 23 pouces 
Length of pectoral fin 23 pouces 
Depth of body 2.49 pieds 
Length of snout, to 

ti p of lower jaw 2 pieds 
Length of body, tip of 

lower jaw to tail base 10 pieds 
Standard length 12 pieds 
Tail spread, tip to tip 4 pieds 
Height second dorsal fin 9 pouces 
Length posterior edge of 

first anal fin 15 pouces 

622 
622 
804 

650 

3250 
3900 
1300 
244 

460 

m m 
m m 
m m 

m m 

m m 
m m 
m m 
m m 

m m 

*  A t the time when Lacepede wrote, the pouce and pied had not been 
standardized. In converting to the metric system, we have used 1 pouce 
= 2.707 cm and 1 pied = 0.3248 m. While this may result in some small 
error in absolute size, it wil l not affect the proportional relationships. 

The general facies of the reconstruction resemble those of 
the blue marlin more closely than those of any other species. 
Particularly, the robust body and moderately low dorsal fin 
place M. nigricans with the blue rather than white among the 
Atlantic species. The pectoral fin is very short, but its length 
falls at the lower limi t of the range for blue marlin (Conrad 
and LaMonte, 1937: 218), and found also in black and Indo-
Pacific blues (see Table I I ) . The shape of the first anal fin is 

4 0 50 6 0 70 80 

PERCENTAGE OF STANDARD LENGTH 

Figure 2. Makaira nigricans reconstructed according to the revised meas-
urements of Table I. See text for discussion. 



TABL E I I 

Comparison of characteristics of Makaira nigricans with those of other 

Depth as % S. L.] . . 

Height dorsal as 
% of depth1 . . .. 

Height dorsal as 
% of S. L 

Length pectoral as 
% of S. L 

Tip snout to tip lower 
jaw as % S. L. . 

Habitat 

Size 

Makaira 
nigricans 

20.6 

78.3 

16.0 

16.0 

16.7 

Atl . coast of 
France. 

804 lbs. at est. 
S. L. 3900 mm. 
Est. T. L. 15'. 

Makaira 
ampla 

19.6 
(18.2-22.0) 

78.6 
(67.3-86.5) 

15.2 
(12.8-17.4) 

19.7 
(17.2-21.5) 

17.5 
(14.8-20.4) 

Atl . coasts 
N & S Amer., 

Africa, 
Portugal, 
France. 

Madeira; 
Azores; 

St. Helena. 
Caribbean Sea. 

Largest record 
756 lbs, 14' TL. 
Unverified repts 
to over 1000 lbs. 

Makaira 
albida 

14.6 
(13.5-16.5) 

116.5 
(98.4-136.3) 

16.8 
(13.7-20.2) 

20.5 
(18.9-23.5) 

15.4 
(11.8-17.6) 

Atl . coasts N 
& S Amer.; off 

Portugal, 
Azores, 

Madeira; 
Mediterranean. 

Largest record 
161 lbs, 8' 8". 
TL . No repts of 
larger fish. 

Istiompax 
indie us 

20.6 
(17.5-23.1) 

60.4 
(46.3-70.8 ) 2 

13. 2 
(10.2-14.9)3 

19.6 
(16.2-22.5) 

14.8 
(11.0-18.0) 

Pac. & Indian 
Oceans, S. Cal. 
& S. Amer. to 

Australia, 
Japan, 

E. Africa. 
Never recorded 
from Atlantic. 

Largest record 
1560 lbs., 14' 6" 
TL . Repts to 
over 2000 lbs. 

M 
m 

(15 

(54 

(11 

(16 

(14 

Sam 
in 

Recor 
1000 
over 

1 Because of allometric growth, these proportions based 
2 One additional specimen 78.3, not included in average 

only on specimens over 2500 mm in specie 
3 Two additional specimens 17.5 and 18.2 
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a bit odd for any marlin species, but may be accounted for 
by the assumption that either the fin was damaged or was not 
full y erect when measured. Some support for the former may be 
found in the presence of a stub of bone (point d'os) just be-
hind the first anal, indicating that the second anal had been 
damaged and lost. The second dorsal fin seems rather high, but 
we can offer no explanation. 

The weight of M. nigricans, 804 pounds, is rather light for 
a fish of its assumed length. Either we have made a gross error 
in assuming this length (which does not seem likely, as the 
various proportions fit  quite well), or it really was a thin fish. 
According to length-weight relationships derived from various 
sources (our own data, as well as that published by Gregory 
and Conrad, 1939, Tables I and I I I ; Conrad and LaMonte, 
1937, Table I ; Royce, 1957, Appendix Tables 1 and 2), a fish 
this size should have weighed well over 1,000 pounds. However, 
the same data also show that individual weights may differ 
from the computed regression by as much as 40% of the ex-
pected value. There are also a number of possibilities which 
would result in a lighter weight than expected. First, the fish 
was washed ashore. This fact, coupled with its large size, at 
once suggests that it was an old, sick, dying animal, quite pos-
sibly emaciated. Second, it may well have lain on the beach for 
a day or two before being weighed. The rapid loss of weight 
by fishes out of water is so well known as to warrant no 
further comment. Third, it is quite possible, even probable, that 
the fish was cut up in order to be weighed more easily, with 
concomitant loss of body fluids. I t may even have been evis-
cerated. And finally, it is not improbable that the weight was 
estimated, without ever putting the fish on a scale at all. 

We can now compare the reconstructed M. nigricans with 
each of the currently recognized (or recently described) species 
of marlin (see Table I I ) . 

The depth of the body, at 20.6% of the standard length, 
agrees with the Atlantic blue marlin (M. ampla), the Indo-
Pacific blue (M. mazara), and the black marlin {Istiompax 
indicus). The body is much too deep for either the white (M. 
albida) or the striped (M. audax), and not deep enough for 
the Bermuda marlin (M. bermudae). 
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The height of the dorsal fin, expressed as a percentage of the 
depth of the body, also appears to eliminate identification with 
the white, striped, and Bermuda martins. In all three of these 
species, the height of the dorsal fin is greater than the body 
depth, but in M. nigricans the dorsal height was less than 80% 
of the body depth. This value agrees well with the figures for 
the two blue marlins, but is somewhat too high for the black 
marlin, except for a single specimen. 

The height of the dorsal as a percentage of the standard 
length agrees with the two blue marlins and the white marlin. 
I t is far too low for the Bermuda marlin, slightly low for the 
striped, and a littl e too high for the black, although two speci-
mens of this last species had dorsal heights that overlapped 
with M. nigricans. The weight of the evidence here, however, 
favors the blue marlins over the others. 

The pectoral fin of M. nigricans, at 16% of the standard 
length, is too short for any known species. Both the black and 
the Indo-Pacific blue, however, come close to this value at the 
low end of their ranges, and the Atlantic blue is not far off. 
Conrad and LaMonte (1937: 218) give a lower limi t of 1/6 of 
the standard length for this last species. The relative length of 
the pectoral fin seems to rule against identity with either the 
striped or the white marlins, which have rather long pectoral 
fins. 

The length cf the snout, from its tip to the tip of the lower 
jaw, is 16.7% of the standard length in M. nigricans. This 
value is only just beyond the upper limi t observed in the Indo-
Pacific blue, and is within the range of all the others except the 
striped marlin. 

M. nigricans, at a weight of 804 pounds and an estimated 
total length of about 15 feet, was much too large to have been 
either a white or a striped marlin. Although the rod and reel 
record for the latter is listed at 692 pounds, the fact that this 
individual, caught nearly thirty years ago, was so much bigger 
(see Table I I ) than any individual taken since, despite greatly 
increased fishing intensity, suggests that it may have been mis-
identified. I t is quite possible that the fish was really an Indo-
Pacific blue, a species generally not recognized by American 
anglers and ichthyologists at the time. Be that as it may, the 
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size of M. nigricans falls well within the recorded or reported 
range of the two blue marlins and the black marlin. 

The locality of capture at once rules out identification of 
M. nigricans with any of the three Pacific species. In the more 
than 150 years since the discovery of M. nigricans, with thou-
sands of marlin taken each year in recent times, not a single 
individual of any Pacific species has ever been reported from a 
location in the Atlantic, nor has any individual of an Atlantic 
species ever been found in the Pacific. (A possible exception is 
found in the Atlantic and Pacific blue marlins, which may or 
may not represent a single species. They are treated here 
as two separate species.) Neither the black nor the striped 
have been found in the Atlantic at any time. 

Summing up, then, the pectoral fin of M. nigricans is slightly 
shorter than the shortest pectorals of the Atlantic and Pacific 
blues, and the black. The gap between M. nigricans and either 
the striped or the white is rather wider, and there is no com-
parative data for the Bermuda marlin. Of the remaining six 
characteristics considered, three rule out identification with 
the white marlin, viz: (1) depth of body as percentage of stand-
ard length; (2) height of dorsal as percentage of depth; (3) 
overall size. Five factors militate against identity with the 
striped marlin: (1) depth of body as percentage of standard 
length; (2) height of dorsal as percentage of depth; (3) snout 
length; (4) habitat; (5) overall size. Comparing with the black 
marlin, three factors indicate non-identity: (1) height of 
dorsal as percentage of depth; (2) height of dorsal as per-
centage of standard length; (with possible exception as noted) ; 
(3) habitat. With respect to the two blue marlins, only one 
factor, habitat, rules out the Pacific form. Al l characteristics 
of M. nigricans are in agreement with those of the Atlantic blue 
marlin. The few measurements available for the Bermuda marlin 
absolutely prohibit any possibility of indentifying this form 
with M. nigricans. 

Makaira nigricans is thus established as the form currently 
known as M. ampla, the Atlantic blue marlin. The specific name, 
nigricans, has priority over ampla by 58 years. Makaira nigri-
cans is the type species of the genus. The type specimen itself 
was eaten. The type material of the species is a sketch, accom-



May 2, 1959 Mai: air a nigricans of Lacepede 11 

panied by notes and measurements, now with the original manu-
script of Histoire Naturelle des Poissons, volume 8, by Cuvier 
and Valenciennes, in the library of the Museum National 
d'Histoire Naturelle, Paris. 

SYNONYMY 

Makaira nigricans Laepede. 1803, Histoire naturelle des 
Poissons, Paris, vol. 4, pp. 688-691, PI. 13, fig. 3. 

Tetrapturus herschelii Gray, 1838, Ann. Mag. nat. Hist., 7, 
313, PL 10. 

Tetrapturus ainplus Poey, 1860, Memorias sobre la historia 
natural de la Isla de Cuba, vol. 2, pp. 237, 243-244; ibid., 1861, 
PI. 15, fig. 2. 

Makaira perezi de Buen, 1950, Publ. Cient. Serv. oceanogr. 
Pesca, Montevideo, 5: 171-175. 
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