
Blue Shark 

Prionace glauca (Linnaeus) 1758 
Bigelow and Schroeder, 1948 p. 282.] 
[Garman, 1913 pl. 3, figs. 1-3 (as Galeus glaucus ).] 

 
Figure 12 - Blue shark (Prionace glauca ), male, 
about 7 feet 2 inches long, off Marthas Vineyard. 

A, third left-hand upper tooth, counted from mid-point of jaw; 
B, ninth left-hand upper tooth; 
C, third left-hand lower tooth; and 
D, eighth left-hand lower tooth; about 1.6 times natural size. 

From Bigelow and Schroeder. Drawings by E. N. Fischer. 

Description 

The blue shark is slender-bodied, thickest about its mid-length, and tapers toward head and tail (a 
shape usually named "fusiform"). Its snout is long with rounded tip. Its first dorsal fin is of moderate 
size, standing far back with the mid point of its base about midway between the inner corners of the 
pectorals (when these are laid back) and the points of origin of the pelvic fins. The second dorsal fin is 
less than one-half as high as the first, and is about equal in size to the anal over which it stands. The 
pectorals are narrow and very long, their tips reaching back nearly as far as the rear corner of the first 
dorsal. The lower lobe of the caudal fin (measured along its anterior edge) is about one-half as long as 
the upper lobe; the latter is conspicuously notched near the tip, and both of the lobes of the caudal fin 
are slender tipped. 

The teeth are large, sharp-pointed, with serrate edges, and distinctive in shape. The uppers are so 
closely spaced that the bases of adjacent teeth [page 39] overlap. The median upper tooth is nearly 
symmetrical, but those along the sides of the mouth have strongly convex outer margins, and deeply 
concave inner margins, while their points curve sharply outward toward the respective corner of the 
mouth. The lower teeth are narrower, more nearly symmetrical, and nearly erect. 

 

Color 

Living specimens are dark indigo blue along the back, shading to a clear bright blue [90] along the 
sides; but this beautiful hue changes to a slaty or sooty gray soon after death. The lower surface is 
snow-white, but with the tips of the pectorals dusky and the anal fin partly sooty. 



Size 

The usual length at birth seems to be between 1½ and 2 feet. [91] Blue sharks do not mature until they 
have grown to be 7 or 8 feet long, to judge from the sizes of the females that have been found with 
young; the longest we have handled was almost exactly 11 feet long. The fact that the greatest 
measured length so far reliably reported was only 12 feet 7 inches (3.83 meters) suggests that repeated 
characterizations of the blue shark as commonly growing to 15 feet are an exaggeration. If any grow 
to 20 feet, as is rumored, they must be giants of their kind. 

 

Remarks 

The very long slender pectorals of the blue shark, combined with its long narrow snout, the position of 
its first dorsal fin far back, and its brilliant blue color, give it an aspect very different from that of the 
tiger shark (p. 37), of the sharp-nosed shark (p. 40), the dusky or brown sharks (pp. 41-43), or that of 
any other carcharhinid shark that might perhaps straggle to the Gulf of Maine. 

 

Habits 

The blue shark is "encountered indifferently far out at sea and in continental waters, its wanderings no 
doubt directed chiefly by the search for food, though it may drift with ocean currents. It is frequently 
seen at the surface, swimming lazily with first dorsal fin and tip of caudal out of water, or basking in 
the sun. There is no reason to suppose that it ever descends to any great depth." [92] they sometimes 
follow sailing ships for days on end, to pick up scraps, and their habit of gathering when a sperm 
whale was killed, to feed on the carcass, was proverbial during the days of the sperm whale fishery. 
[93] But their normal diet is smaller fishes, of whatever kinds may be available. In northern waters 
herring, mackerel, spiny dogfish, and various others have been found in their stomachs. And we have 
several times seen a blue shark pick up a tagged cod, haddock or American pollock that we had put 
back in the water, on Georges Bank. 

The blue shark is viviparous, that is to say, the embryo has a well developed placenta attached to the 
mother. As many as 28 to 54 young have been reported in a litter in the Mediterranean. 

 

General range 

Cosmopolitan on the high seas in the warmer parts of all the oceans, including the Mediterranean; 
ranging northward to outer Nova Scotia and as a stray to the Banks of Newfoundland in the western 
side of the Atlantic; to England and Scotland in the east, with stray specimens reaching the Orkneys 
and southern Norway. This, we think, is by far the most numerous of the large, oceanic sharks; it is the 
one with which the sperm whalers were the most familiar; the one around which many of the 
superstitions about sharks have developed; and the one with which we have had to do most often. 



Occurrence in the Gulf of Maine and along Nova Scotia 

Only one blue shark had been reported definitely from the Gulf of Maine in scientific literature, up to 
the time the first edition of this book was printed, though it was known to be rather common along 
outer Nova Scotia. But we have learned since then that it is a regular summer visitor to the southern 
and western parts of the Gulf, appearing occasionally in July, more often in August and September. In 
1928, for example, we caught one on Stellwagen Bank on August 26, saw one over the northern end 
of Jeffreys Ledge on September 2, and caught four on Platts Bank on September 3, with others in sight 
from the vessel at nearly all times throughout the day. And many more have been seen or caught 
subsequently, on Platts Bank, in Massachusetts and Cape Cod Bays, where 18 were reported to us 
during the summer of 1935, [94] on Georges Bank where blue sharks, swimming at the surface, are a 
familiar sight in summer; and on Browns Bank. Two have also been reported [page 40] to us recently 
from the coast of Maine, a few miles east of Casco Bay. [95] 

We have never heard of a blue shark in the northeastern corner of the Gulf, in the Bay of Fundy, nor 
along western Nova Scotia, whence they may be barred by colder surface waters. But fishermen are 
familiar with them off the outer coast of Nova Scotia, both offshore, and also near the coast at the 
times when the warm surface water presses inshore. 

Blues were reported near Halifax, for instance, from time to time between August 15 and October 10, 
1920, some coming close in to the entrance to the Harbor. And two specimens have been reported at 
Canso, [96] but whether the "blue dogs" described by local fishermen as common on the neighboring 
banks actually are this shark, or perhaps the porbeagle, seems doubtful. It has also been recorded from 
the southwest part of the Grand Bank of Newfoundland. [97]  

Following westward from Cape Cod, we find many records of blues from the traps near Woods Hole, 
and they are often seen (or harpooned) on the continental shelf in the offing. Twenty-eight were 
counted 4 to 10 miles off Block Island for example, during one hour, and something like 150 to 200 
during the day (13 of them were harpooned) on August 22, 1943. 

Most of the blues that are seen or taken off our northern coast are medium sized or larger, though very 
small ones are taken from time to time. [98] And for some obscure reason all but two of the adults 
seen in our Gulf, for which we have the pertinent information, have been males. 

 

Commercial importance 

This shark is of no commercial value. A few are caught by anglers, mostly on natural bait, and a Blue 
will sometimes take an artificial lure; we hooked one off Boone Island, Maine, on a feather jig, tipped 
with pork rind. We have never had blues put up much resistance on a heavy hand line until hauled in 
to the side of the vessel, when they thrash about violently, but it is said that a large one will make long 
and powerful runs, if hooked on rod and reel. 

The blue shark has always been looked on with contempt by the sperm whalers, who were more 
familiar with it than anyone else. We find no well authenticated case of one attacking a swimmer. 
Sailors' yarns to the contrary notwithstanding. 

 

[90] "Sailor blue," as shown in Ridgeway's Color Standards and Color Nomenclature, 1912, p. 21. 



[91] Embryos have been reported as long as about 17½ inches, and free-living specimens as small as 
20-21 inches. 

[92] Bigelow and Schroeder, Fishes Western North Atlantic, Pt. 1, 1948, p. 286. 

[93] Nichols and Murphy (Brooklyn Mus. Sci. Bull., vol. 3, No. 1, 1916, p. 9) have given a graphic 
account of the blue shark as it was met with by whalers on the high seas. 

[94] By J. R. Lowes, an experienced shark fisherman. 

[95] By the late Walter H. Rich, who was long associated with the U. S. Bureau of Fisheries. 

[96] Cornish, Contr. Canadian Biol. (1902-1905) 1907, p. 81. 

[97] Rept. Newfoundland Fish. Res. Lab., 1935, p. 79. 

[98] Robert Goffin reports one only 20 inches long, from Menemsha Bight, near Woods Hole, August 
31, 1925; we have seen one of 21 inches, taken a few miles off Block Island, August 22, 1943; and F. 
D. Firth reports one 34-1/8 inches long taken 65 miles southeast of Highland Light, Cape Cod, on 
October 23, 1930. 

 

 

 

Fishes of the Gulf of Maine by Bigelow & Schroeder is the seminal work 
on North Atlantic fishes. It was originally published in 1925 with William 
Welsh, a Bureau of Fisheries scientist who often accompanied Henry 
Bigelow on his research cruises. In the late 1920's, Bigelow began a long 
association with William C. Schroeder, publishing a number of papers and 
reports on fishes of the North Atlantic, including the first revision of 
Fishes of the Gulf of Maine. This excerpt is from that 1953 edition. 
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