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Summary

Over most of its length, the backbone of the blue marlin, like that of all other
istiophorids, contains enlarged and flattened neural and hemal spines and
zygapophyses, all of which span the intervertebral joints. These plates of bone
restrict dorso-ventral bending of the backbone but their arrangement permits a
high degree of lateral flexion. The spines and zygapophyses also appear to be
important in stabilizing the relatively large intervertebral joints against axial
compression and lateral shearing during bending. Although bone is an elastic
material, these overlapping structures are not arranged so as to contribute to
elastic recoil of the backbone during normal swimming movements.

Introduction

The blue marlin (Makaira nigricans Lacépede) is among the world’s most
spectacular high-performance fishes. It is commonly known as a billfish, an
assemblage that also includes the black marlin (Makaira indica Cuvier), the
white and striped marlins and the spearfishes (Tetrapturus spp.), and the sailfishes
(Istiophorus spp.). The blue marlin is one of the largest marine teleosts, attaining
masses of 900kg. Although marlin have been characterized for years as sprinters
and are popular among sport fishermen for their acrobatic leaps out of the water,
known as ‘tail-walking’, it has become apparent only recently that these fish are
capable of remarkable transoceanic migrations. The long-distance travel record
for marlin is a 9200-km tag return from a 59-kg black marlin (Pacific Gamefish
Research Foundation, personal communication). Such performance indicates that
these fish are capable of prolonged periods of cruising, and contrasts with the view
in the literature of these fish entirely as sprinters. The recent tag returns
demonstrating long-distance migrations suggest that these fish may be using
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