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the Metachrotic swan song
D. GrAhAM Burnett

Coryphaena hippurus is a large, wedge-shaped, pelagic 
teleost fish with a preference for tropical environments. 
it is a topwater ocean predator, lighting fast (achieving 
burst speeds of upwards of fifty knots), and capable of 
running down and sucking up large numbers of flying 
fish, a leading prey species. Known variously as dorado, 
mahi-mahi, and, confusingly, as dolphin (or dolphin-
fish), C. hippurus frequents sargassum mats and other 
surface aggregations of seaweed and flotsam in warm 
water, where it cruises flashingly in pursuit of just about 
anything it can get in its toothy mouth. the species is 
modestly sociable, but big males (which reach lengths 
of about four feet) tend to be solitary. 
 no one seems quite certain how these creatures 
ended up sharing a common name with mammalian 
delphinds, but it may have something to do with a shared 
proclivity for accompanying sea vessels. it was a habit 
that, from early on, got the dolphinfish in trouble, since 
they are relatively tasty. here is the seventeenth-century 
english naval adventurer John poyntz on their culinary 
virtues: “they are taken with the hook as we sail around 
the island; some of them two or three feet and more. 
they are delicate food, and make a fine Scaveche.” But 
that wasn’t really what distinguished them from the other 
finny critters that could be trolled up around tobago, a lot 
of which tasted pretty good fricasseed in the portuguese 
style. the special mystique that attached to C. hippurus 
was a function not of the gustatory pleasures they afford-
ed, but rather of the improbable occasion these briny 
beasts offered for splendiferous meditation upon death. 
 poyntz was one of the earliest english commenta-
tors on the dramatic phenomenon of their passing, 
noting with wonder that “when their lives expire, they 
reflect a tincture of what presents unto them.” it is a 
cryptic formulation. What did poyntz mean, exactly? it 
is possible he himself was not quite sure. those who 
witness the very-difficult-to-describe frequently offer 
testimony simultaneously obscure and pregnant. Did 
the captain wish to express that the bodies of these 
green-blue-silver-gold sea creatures blinked, at the 
moment of their deck-demise, with signs of what they 
were experiencing? Which is to say, that they showed 
forth their dying, visibly, dramatically, and in a manner 
that elicited, as he put it, “admiration”? Yes. probably. it 
would make sense, since the death throes of a dolphin-
fish are a shocking, motile riot of color, which nearly 
always culminates in an abrupt draining to livid pallor. 
the animals’ ordinary metachrotic physiology (its ability 

to change colors responsively and in real time) comes 
unhinged in those final moments, producing remarkable 
effects. Allusion to this spasmodic spectacle—which 
would become a romantic obsession across the long 
nineteenth century—would seem to be the general 
thrust of poyntz’s terse notation. though something else 
lingers in his vexed phrasing. one senses he may be try-
ing to say that, at the instant of its passing, a dorado, for 
a fleeting moment, becomes the chameleon-mirror of its 
immediate conditions—that one could catch in its bright 
sides an ephemeral glint of everything the dying fish saw 
with that cold gaze set unblinking on the hollow sky.
 A strange idea. suggestive. unfortunately, it seems 
that the proposition is not, technically speaking, correct 
about the biology of C. hippurus, which are incapable, 
as best as anyone can make out, of significant camou-
flage responses. And yet it is perhaps worth noting that 
the psychedelic picture-show that plays on their dying 
bodies—a neurochemically and hormonally haywire 
version of more subtle changes the animals seem to use 
for signaling during feeding and mating—does indeed 
take rise in the same kind of cell (the chromatophore) 
that enables a variety of other fish, reptiles, amphib-
ians, and invertebrates to engage in ordinary cryptic 
metachrosis. What would it look like to “blend in” with 
death? To reflect its tincture? no one can say with cer-
tainty. But for many, across almost two centuries, C. 
hippurus seemed to offer hints and glimpses—a piscine 
peepshow of what lay behind the dark veil. Captain 
poyntz’s peculiar phrase thus speaks compellingly to 
the way the muscular flanks of this bright predator have, 
in death, served as a live screen for ecstatic projections 
of aspiration, fear, and lachrymose thanato-euphoria. 
Dying revealed itself here, in this fish skin, which could 
become, for a few crucial moments, a fateful aurora 
borealis of the body, a synesthetic irruption of visible 
pain, a veritable incandescence of extinction.

•  •  •

references to the death of the dolphinfish abound in 
english letters, but the stemma for the trope springs 
up from Canto ii of a now-mostly-forgotten epic poem 
entitled “the shipwreck,” authored in the early 1760s by 
a hearty, social-climbing scottish sailor named William 
Falconer. having survived two massively fatal wrecks 
(he was one of only three men to survive the second, 
and the first saw seven hundred souls drown, dashed 
to bits on a rocky coast of the British isles), Falconer 
versified what he knew, producing an english-language 
version of the traditional iberian naufragio. his poem 
tingled spines in an age attuned to the sublime—and  



97

C. hippurus played a choice bit part in the action. Before 
the real horror starts, Falconer presages and epitomizes 
the cruel barbs of fate (together with the redemptive 
rays of transcendence) in this much-quoted passage:

And now, approaching near the lofty stern 
A shoal of sportive dolphins they discern. 
From burnish’d scales they beam refulgent rays, 
‘Till all the glowing ocean seems to blaze. 
Soon to the sport of death the crew repair, 
Dart the long lance, or spread the baited snare. 
One in redoubling mazes wheels along, 
And glides, unhappy! near the triple prong. 
Rodmond unerring o’er his head suspends 
The barbed steel, and every turn attends; 
Unerring aim’d, the missile weapon flew, 
And, plunging, struck the fated victim through: 
Th’ upturning points his ponderous bulk sustain, 
On deck he struggles with convulsive pain. 
But while his heart the fatal javelin thrills, 
And flitting life escapes in sanguine rills, 
What radiant changes strike th’ astonish’d sight! 
What glowing hues of mingled shade and light! 
Not equal beauties gild the lucid west, 
With parting beams all o’er profusely drest; 
Not lovelier colours paint the vernal dawn, 
When orient dews impearl th’ enamel’d lawn, 
Than from his sides in br’ght suffusion flow, 
That now with gold empyreal seem to glow 
Now in pellucid sapphires meet the view, 
And emulate the soft celestial hue; 
Now beam a flaming crimson on the eye; 
And now assume the purple’s deeper dye. 
But here description clouds each shining ray; 
What terms of art can nature’s powers display?

in these thirty lines, Falconer laid the basic architecture 
for what would ultimately become a Victorian com-
monplace: a struggling C. hippurus pulled aboard in 
extremis; the momentary suspension of all coarse action 
or deck labor; a breathless interlude of aesthetico-moral 
reflection; some expression of despair that this secular 
transfiguration effectively defied language; and, finally, 
as death came, a cessation of word-painting, since 
the vital, vibrant colors drained from the scene. From 
Falconer forward, poets, travelers, and belletrists put the 
death of the dolphinfish to work in different ways. 
 For instance, that “dying pang” wrapped in “gay 
rainbows and pellucid gold” (David humphreys, writing 
in 1784) seemed to capture something of the evanescent 
riches of the tropics—its cruel and ineffable beauty. Men 

of science followed up, and in 1803, by which time the 
Falconer poem had been broadly reprinted and antholo-
gized, the dutiful naturalist George shaw installed the 
phenomenon in one of the best-circulated general zool-
ogy texts of the era: “When taken out of the water, the 
beautiful combination of colours fades as the fish expires; 
the lustre vanishing by degrees, with partial restorations, 
till at length it becomes of a dull greyish or cinereous 
cast, without any remains of its former splendor.” shortly 
thereafter, re-poetizing a natural historical fact initially 
pricked out for attention by the poets themselves, Lord 
Byron gave the fishes’ somber fade a metaphorical turn. 
in Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1812), the beautiful day

Dies like the dolphin, whom each pang imbues
With a new colour as it gasps away,
The last still loveliest, till—‘tis gone—and all is grey.

By the time Queen Victoria was on the throne, it was 
possible to allude to the spectacle as a matter of com-
mon knowledge, as in this passage from the published 
diary of a Caribbean voyage from 1835: “everybody 
has heard of the beautiful appearance of a dying dol-
phin,—as they expire, their color changes from blue into 
transparent sea-green, thence varying into purple and 
pale crimson, mottled with gold, most of the colors of 
the rainbow flashing wavily through them.” 
 indeed, the descriptions grew so phantasmagorical 
across the 1830s that skeptical voices began to emerge: 
Was the “painfully interesting sight of the dying dolphin” 
fabulous in the sense of “amazing” or fabulous in the 
sense of “hailing from fables”? one particularly detailed 
account, published in London in 1839, addressed itself 
directly to the quibblers, noting that “there are many 
persons … who have been eyewitnesses to the fact; and 
the writer of this paper now refers to an instance which 
came under his own observation.” After a brief review 
of the fight, this author, John William parker, turned to 
close observation of the stiffening body of the animal 
stretched on the fo’c’sle:

The fin that runs from the top or back part of the head 
to the tail, is of a dark blue-black; a dark blue pervades 
the upper part of the back, but it is susceptible of a 
partial change to a green, particularly in a glare of 
light. As it approaches the sides, it gradually takes a 
lighter shade, till it softens into a rich cerulean blue, 
commingled with delicate hues of golden pink; these 
again, by similar gradations, fall into a bright yellow or 

overleaf: Spencer Finch, Shroud for Dorado, 2013.
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amber, at the belly; the post-bronchia and under-fins, 
being of the same colour, but much darker; and the 
whole surface of the sides is beautifully bespangled 
with vivid light blue spots. These several colours fre-
quently relaxed into subdued tones, and again returned 
to their former complexion and brightness, presenting 
in the progress, the most fantastic involution of hues, 
till, at length, the whole body assumed a cold silvery 
blue and purple cast, varying in its shades, but deepest 
about the back, where a rich bloom continued to play 
on the surface.
 As the period of dissolution approached, and dur-
ing its last paroxysms, the same transitions occurred in 
quicker succession, though infinitely less vivid on each 
occasion, till in expiring the body became violently 
convulsed; and as the trembling gradually subsided, 
a dull silvery slate colour crept, as it were, over the 
whole surface; and, settling in the stiffness of death, 
presented an aspect so intensely cold and ghastly that 
it produced a shivering thrill in the spectators.

in the expiration of C. hippurus, nineteenth-century 
romantics appear to have found (and elaborated) a kind 
of visual orgasm, the spectacular, oceanic, open-air 
cousin of the boudoir’s petite mort.
 And dorado-death played on the era’s appetite for 
the sensual sublime in a very particular way. this was 
more than just any exquisite conjunction of death and 
beauty; it was, in effect, a reverse drowning, witnessed 
on the high seas. in his cultural history of the oceans, Le 
Territoire du Vide (1988), the French cultural historian 
Alain Corbin showed the ways that marine environments 
became highly charged spaces for reflection on death, 
God, beauty, and power across the watershed decades 
of the early nineteenth century. sea bathing, for instance, 
became, in these years, an exhilarating coenaesthetic 
experience for many europeans, and intrepid bathers at 
popular sea-spas permitted themselves to be repeatedly 
submerged, even violently, in an alien medium, expressly 
for the terror-thrill-flush of a dalliance on the threshold of 
the great abyss. this amounted, as Corbin demonstrated, 
to something very much like a collective, social, and eroti-
co-aestheticized enactment of near-death experience.
 some of the most elaborate accounts of dolphin-
fish apotheosis ask to be read in the context of Corbin’s 
reflections on the sea-sublime. take, for instance, this 
striking passage from The Broad Pennant, penned by an 
American sailor in the 1840s:

 Pity that so graceful a thing of nature was born ever 
to die. But preliminary to the fate, from which his 

graceful form and gorgeous dyes could not save him, 
he was soon hauled into the mizzen chains and passed 
through one of the ports; when, by special favor, to 
give me the pleasure and pain of seeing the beautiful 
dolphin die, he was placed on the quarter-deck, where 
the sun’s full beams should fall upon him, to light up in 
their glory the changing dyes, as they brightened and 
faded, and faded and brightened again, as the beauti-
ful fish gasped, and yet more faintly gasped, and finally 
gasped no more. 

the author of the passage, Fitch Waterman taylor, 
proceeded to narrate this extravagant swan song for 
the eye in lurid, loving detail. A careful reader will here 
overhear the homophones “die” and “dye” quietly elabo-
rating their secret semantic kinship:

I had before seen the dolphin caught—marked his grace-
ful proportions and brilliant dyes, changing as he died. 
But not as now had I so minutely watched the lovely 
thing through all its changes to its last gasp, and latest 
quiver, and final shade, that rested among its settled 
colors. The eye was large—the pupil expanded—and 
changed from the hazel to the pearl; and then again, 
from the pearly brightness back to the soft and mel-
lowed hazel. The golden hues of his sides became yet 
more golden, of velvet softness and loveliness—and 
then changed to the deepest blue, which faded away 
from the indigo to the palest sky, and ending with the 
pearly white with flashes of the pink; and back again to 
the richest gold; when a play of colors, in lines and scin-
tillations, alternated over the quivering beauty, blending 
many different colors—the gold and purple and pearly 
hues prevailing, until the last quiver told that there was 
agony no longer in the last struggle, for him.

though the onlookers were left to suffer still, in a quiet 
complacency before final things:

It is sad, ever, to look on fading beauty. But I have seen 
beauty in the death-calm sleep of some who were to 
wake no more. And while I would avoid the burlesque 
by any comparison between the cessation of life in an 
irrational and a rational being, I yet believe that there 
were others standing about this dying creature, who, 
besides myself, however little they may have analyzed 
their feelings, yet felt an emotion of sorrow, that this 
beautiful thing should die, because it was so beautiful.

 that little aside about “however little they may have 
analyzed their feelings” obliquely invoked the troubling 
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issue of class, in that it amounted to a quick glance at 
the hardened deckhands. Were they feeling this heady 
cocktail of Christological death-splendor and sentimen-
tal world-sorrow? one could never be too sure. Waxing 
on this specific question a decade later, another com-
mentator alleged that the common Jack had “no taste 
for colors except those he sails under” and thus, con-
fronting a dolphinfish on the cusp of its radiance

Cuts the fish into chunks and prepares it for frying,
And leaves it no time for its fanciful dying.

 there were others, however, who set that fanciful 
dying in a very different relationship to the frying. the 
classically educated often found occasion to allude to 
several semi-notorious passages in seneca, pliny, and 
Martial that described the roman penchant for bringing 
the fish to be consumed at a feast to the table alive, often 
in a glass beaker, specifically for the purpose of watching 
the splendor of its death. this was food-sadism as amuse-
bouche, agony as appetizer. philological (and biological) 
consensus now has the fish in question as the surmullet 
(probably Mullus barbatus), a reddish bottom-feeder that 
does display some modest skin fireworks upon expira-
tion. But there were those in the nineteenth century who 
believed that the romans must have had a supply of  
C. hippurus to hand. in this context, the spectacle of a 
dying dolphinfish thrust learned observers into the tanta-
lizing role of the louche and dissolute roman banqueter, 
filling his eyes with beautiful pain in order to heighten the 
sensitivity of his palate at table. 
 here, in this macabre crossing of pleasure and suf-
fering, aesthetic refinement and gruesome spectacle, 
we land on perhaps the strangest of all the age’s mobi-
lizations of the dorado-death-colors trope. that minor 
classic of gothic creepiness, Phases in the Life of John 
Pollexfen (1876) by the American lawyer-poet William 
henry rhodes (who wrote his ghoulish tales under the 
pseudonym “Caxton”), tells the story of a mad scientist 
who stands on the cusp of inventing color photogra-
phy—which to achieve requires live-plucked human 
eyeballs. Yes, there is a damsel in distress in the story, 
and no, it does not have a garden-variety happy ending. 
pitching his tender studio model (she is seventeen) on 
the Faustian grandeur of his ambition, this bug-eyed 
psychopath tips his hat—their creative “collaboration” is 
going to hurt, since it will involve extracting the beautiful 
colors of agony:

Let us work together, girl; we’ ll lead the age we live in. 
My name shall rival Titian’s, and you shall yet see me 

snatch the colors of the dying dolphin from decay, and 
bid them live forever.

Wince. she should have hidden her charms. 
 And, reviewing the legacy of these many texts and 
allusions, one is tempted to say the same for C. hip-
purus, whose powers of fatal ostentation occasioned 
countless closely attended sacrifices across the long 
nineteenth century. By revealing its luminous charms, 
this curious fish came to lie at the center of the barely 
sublated black mass of shipboard life: a ritual of shared 
death, in which the assembly witnessed an unholy tran-
substantiation (agony into eye-candy), and then partook 
of a decadent, secular communion (this is my body, 
which will be given up for beauty…).

•  •  •

in the 1840s, society wags razzed the aging William 
turner, oracular titan-painter of the sublime, alleging 
that “turner’s reputation dies, dolphin-like, all sorts of 
colors.” By contrast, the reputation of dolphinfish-death 
itself died without show, in a sudden draining to inert 
pallor. the trope trails off in the fin de siècle, leaving in 
its wake a set of properly historical questions: Why did 
the phenomenon attain cultural prominence when it did? 
Why did it come to an end? Fragments of answers sug-
gest themselves: the era of the fish’s rise to prominence 
in death discourse saw a new sociology of sea travel, 
and thereby created new intimacies between emerging 
bourgeois sensibility (already heightened in its sensitiv-
ity to death) and the nature/culture of ocean killing. the 
same period also witnessed a very active concern with 
natural theology, and notable natural phenomena were 
often quickly moralized into more or less desperate 
emblemata. All this is true and relevant to reflection on 
the discourse of dorado-death in the period, and to its 
demise; it is nevertheless basically unsatisfying. Who can 
say why things become important, and then pass away? 
 What can be said with confidence is that the twen-
tieth century did not dally with its dying dolphinfish, and 
one seeks in vain for aesthetically sensitive depictions 
of the phenomenon in the saturated image-world of 
the web. Feeling about, i stumbled on a Youtube video 
entitled “Death of a Dolphin Fish,” and clicked it open 
expectantly. But it consists of shaky, spring-break foot-
age of sportfishing college boys who talk in funny voices 
as they repeatedly strike a large C. hippurus on the head 
with an aluminum bat. it makes a hard, metallic sound.  
Again and again.
 Death of the dolphinfish, for Generation Kill.


