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SUMMARY

The oarfish (Regalecus glesne) is the longest bony fish in the world, reaching lengths up to 11 meters.
It inhabits deep ocean waters worldwide, typically between 15 and 1,000 meters deep. Its distinctive ribbon-like
body, silvery sheen and crimson fins make it easily recognizable. The species lacks a swim bladder and uses a
unique dorsal fin for swimming. Known in Japan as “Ryugu no tsukai,” the oarfish has long been associated
with predicting natural disasters like earthquakes and tsunamis. However, scientific research shows no causal
link between oarfish sightings and seismic events. Instead, oarfish surface due to illness, injury or
environmental changes such as ocean warming or underwater noise. Recent global sightings have renewed
public fascination and myths, but experts emphasize that these appearances are biological responses rather than
warnings. The oarfish remains a mysterious and captivating creature, bridging folklore and marine science.

INTRODUCTION

The oarfish (Regalecus glesne), often called the “doomsday fish”, is one of the ocean’s most mysterious
and misunderstood giants. Its rare appearances near the surface have sparked centuries of legends, especially in
coastal communities where folklore and science often collide. The oarfish (Regalecus glesne) is a remarkable
deep-sea species recognized as the longest bony fish in the world, with some individuals reaching lengths of up to
8-11 meters (26-36 feet) and weights of up to 272-300 kg. Its body is extremely elongated, ribbon-like and
laterally compressed, featuring a bright silver coloration with blue streaks or wavy markings and crimson red
dorsal and pelvic fins that run the entire length of its body. Breen, K. (2024, May 15). The species lacks a swim
bladder and has minimal or absent body scales, except for the presence of tubular lateral line scales. Its mouth is
highly protrusible, and the jaws are usually toothless- an adaptation well-suited for filter feeding on krill and small
crustaceans. A distinctive feature is its dorsal fin, which contains hundreds of soft rays extending from the head
almost to the tip of the tail. Additionally, it possesses a single long pelvic fin ray that is adorned with colorful skin
flaps. Remarkably, the species has the ability to self-amputate its tail, a behavior that is likely used as a defense
mechanism. Oarfish inhabit epipelagic and mesopelagic zones (15-1,000 meters deep), but are most commonly
found at depths less than 200 meters. They have a circumglobal distribution, living in tropical and temperate
marine waters worldwide. Encounters with live oarfish are rare; most are seen when they are sick or have washed
ashore, which has contributed to sea serpent legends and their reputation as “doomsday fish” in folklore.
Mukherjee, V. (2024, Sep 26).

The “Doomsday Fish” Legend:

The “Doomsday Fish” legend centers on the oarfish, known in Japan as Ryugu no tsukai, which
translates to “messenger from the sea god’s palace” Ahmed, J. (2024, Nov 16). According to Japanese folklore, the
rare appearance of this deep-sea fish near the surface is believed to foretell natural disasters,
particularly earthquakes and tsunamis. This belief is rooted in centuries-old myths, where the oarfish is seen as a
supernatural envoy sent from the underwater Dragon Palace to warn humans of impending calamity.

Fig 1: Oar Fish
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The legend gained renewed attention after the 2011 Tohoku earthquake and tsunami, when several oarfish
washed ashore in Japan in the preceding months, reinforcing public belief in their role as harbingers of
doom. Stories from as early as the Edo period describe shining, serpent-like creatures appearing before outbreaks
of disease or disaster, sometimes even delivering spoken warnings to those who witnessed them Dahlstrom, M.
(2024, Aug 23).

Despite the enduring myth, scientific studies have found no reliable evidence linking oarfish sightings to
seismic activity. Researchers suggest that oarfish may come to the surface due to illness, disorientation, or
environmental stress, rather than as a response to tectonic changes. Nevertheless, each rare sighting continues to
spark debate and fascination, blending folklore with modern curiosity.

Recent Sightings and Public Fascination:

Since May 2025, the oarfish-often called the “doomsday fish”-has captured public imagination and scientific
attention with a series of rare and dramatic sightings across the globe. The wave began in Tamil Nadu, India,
where fishermen caught a colossal oarfish nearly 30 feet long, requiring seven men to hold it upright for a viral
photo Dahlstrom, M. (2024, Aug 23). This event ignited a surge of speculation and superstition, especially given
the fish’s legendary reputation as a harbinger of earthquakes and tsunamis in Japanese folklore. Within just 20
days, three more oarfish surfaced in distant locations: a 3-meter specimen washed up on the west coast
of Tasmania, Australia; two separate oarfish appeared on beaches in New Zealand (one near Dunedin, another
headless near Birdlings Flat); and earlier in 2025, one was seen in Baja California Sur, Mexico. Each sighting
triggered intense social media discussion, with many drawing connections—despite the lack of scientific proof—
between the oarfish’s appearance and potential seismic activity Ahmed, J. (2024, Nov 16).

These events have not only fueled age-old superstitions but also sparked genuine scientific curiosity. Marine
biologists are investigating whether environmental factors such as water temperature changes, illness or deep-sea
disturbances might explain the sudden surfacing of these elusive creatures. While folklore continues to cast the
oarfish as a “silent warning” from the ocean’s depths, scientists emphasize that much about their behavior and
biology remains unknown, making each appearance a rare opportunity for discovery and public fascination

What Does Science Say:

Science does not support the idea that oarfish are omens of disaster. While folklore in Japan and other cultures
claims that oarfish sightings predict earthquakes and tsunamis, scientific research has found no reliable evidence
linking these rare appearances to seismic activity. Taras, Z. (2025, April 14)

Oarfish are deep-sea fish that typically inhabit depths of 200-1,000 meters and are rarely seen at the surface. When
they do appear in shallow waters or wash ashore, it is usually due to illness, injury, or disorientation, not because
they are fleeing underwater earthquakes or disturbances. Marine biologists have studied oarfish behavior and
ecology mainly through accidental catches and rare live observations. These studies show that oarfish swim by
undulating their long dorsal fin while keeping their bodies straight and sometimes adopt a vertical posture, likely
to help spot prey silhouetted by light from above.

Recent scientific investigations have also focused on the oarfish’s role in the deep-sea food web, revealing that
they feed on krill and small crustaceans and can be preyed upon by large sharks. The vertical swimming behavior
and self-amputation of the tail are thought to be adaptations for survival in the deep ocean.

The “doomsday fish” reputation is a myth; oarfish surface for biological reasons unrelated to natural disasters,
and their rare appearances continue to offer scientists valuable opportunities to study one of the ocean’s most
elusive giants. (2025, Feb 27) The Times of India.

Oarfish Biology and Behavior:

The oarfish is the world’s longest bony fish, with most specimens measuring between 8 and 11 meters (26—36
feet), though unconfirmed reports suggest they may reach up to 17 meters (56 feet). Oarfish are easily recognized
by their ribbon-like, silvery bodies, long red dorsal fins, and oar-shaped pelvic fins.

The oarfish has an extremely elongated and laterally compressed body, characterized by a shiny silver coloration
and red-tipped fins. Its skeleton is reinforced by hyperossified (extra-strong) bones along the dorsal side, which
provide crucial support for its undulating mode of swimming. Unlike many other deep-sea fish, the oarfish does
not possess a swim bladder and instead relies on fin and tail movements to regulate its depth in the water. Notably,
oarfish frequently exhibit autotomy, or self-amputation of the tail, likely as a defense mechanism against
predators. While the wound heals over time, the tail does not regenerate. Shikalgar, G. (2025, Feb 28)
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Behavior and Locomotion:

Oarfish swim by undulating their long dorsal fin in a wavelike motion, a method known as amiiform swimming,
while keeping their bodies mostly straight. This swimming style allows for slow, graceful movement and precise
control in the water. They are often observed in a vertical, head-up orientation, which is believed to help them spot
prey silhouetted against the light filtering down from the surface. Oarfish are thought to lead solitary lives, coming
together only during spawning periods. Observations using remotely operated vehicles (ROVs) have shown that
oarfish exhibit slow flight responses, indicating that they likely face few natural predators. Oarfish typically
inhabit depths ranging from 200 to 1,000 meters in temperate and tropical oceans around the world. Their small,
toothless mouths are specially adapted for filter feeding on krill and small crustaceans. Encounters with oarfish
near the surface are rare and usually occur when the animals are sick, dying, or disoriented, often leading them to
wash ashore. The oarfish’s unique biology and elusive behavior continue to captivate scientists and inspire myths,
making it one of the most fascinating inhabitants of the deep ocean Bester, C. (2025, June 2).

Table 1:

Traits Details
Length Up to 36 feet (11 meters)
Appearance Silvery, ribbon-like, with a red dorsal fin
Habitat Deep ocean, 200-1,000 meters down
Behavior Slow swimmers, often vertical in the water
Cultural Significance Seen as an omen or sea monster in folklore

Unraveling the Mystery of Surfacing Oarfish:

Oarfish surface primarily due to biological stress or environmental disturbances, not as omens of
disaster. Scientists have identified several reasons why these deep-sea fish occasionally appear near the surface or
wash ashore:

Oarfish often rise to the surface when they are sick, injured, or dying, frequently due to parasites or infections.
Disorientation caused by underwater noise pollution, sudden temperature shifts, or storms can also lead them to
stray from their deep-sea habitat into shallower waters. Tuna, F. A. P., et.al (1863). Environmental changes, such
as upwelling events, may bring colder, deeper water-and the organisms within it-closer to the surface, prompting
oarfish to follow these currents or become confused by them. Martini, D. (2013, October 23). Additionally,
climate change, including ocean warming and shifting currents, is increasingly disrupting deep-sea ecosystems,
potentially forcing oarfish and other rarely seen species into shallower, more populated areas. Despite persistent
folklore, there is no scientific evidence linking oarfish surfacing to earthquakes or tsunamis. Most experts agree
that their rare appearances are due to physical distress or environmental anomalies rather than any predictive
ability. Vaniz et.al., (2024).

CONCLUSION:

The oarfish, with its extraordinary length, ribbon-like body, and deep-sea habitat, continues to be a powerful
symbol of both scientific curiosity and mythical wonder. For centuries, rare oarfish sightings have fueled legends
in various cultures—often being interpreted as harbingers of earthquakes, tsunamis, or other natural disasters.
These interpretations were born from mystery and fear of the unknown, as people encountered these strange
creatures washed ashore with no clear explanation. However, with advancements in marine biology,
oceanography, and deep-sea exploration, scientists have begun to uncover the real reasons why oarfish sometimes
appear near the surface. Iliness, disorientation, environmental shifts such as upwelling, and climate change are
now recognized as the most likely causes behind these unusual sightings. These scientific explanations have
helped debunk the long-held belief that oarfish sightings predict seismic activity. Yet, despite the growing body of
knowledge, each surfacing oarfish still captures the public’s imagination. The deep sea remains one of the least
explored environments on Earth, and the oarfish—a creature rarely seen alive—reminds us how much remains
hidden beneath the waves. Its appearance evokes a sense of awe and wonder, bridging the gap between ancient
myth and modern science. In this way, the oarfish represents more than just a biological specimen; it is a symbol
of the ocean’s vast unknowns and humanity’s enduring fascination with the mysterious. Even in an age driven by
data, research, and technology, the myths surrounding creatures like the oarfish continue to resonate. They serve as
a reminder that science and storytelling often coexist—each adding depth to our understanding of the natural
world.
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