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Cardinal tetra
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Atiny red-and-blue light in dark Amazonian water. The cardinal tetra is a small schooling fish from South
American rivers. Its colors may look vivid in a photograph, but in its home waters the shining stripe stands
out like a signal under shade and tea-colored water.
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Color written with light
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The name cardinal comes from the deep red that recalls a cardinal’s robe. Compared with the
similar neon tetra, its red band runs much farther along the body, so the red remains
memorable even in dark water.
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The blue line is not simply a patch of blue pigment. Reflective cells in the skin send light back to
our eyes, and the stripe can shift from blue to a greenish shine depending on angle and
brightness. Inside this tiny body, color is made with light itself.
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Ariver shaded by forest
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Its home range lies in the upper Orinoco and the Negro River basin connected to the Amazon
system. The Negro’s water looks tea-brown from leaves and wood, with branches and leaf litter

resting below. It is less like a bright open river and more like a shaded channel carrying the
forest’s reflection.
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During the rainy season, the river spreads into the forest floor. Cardinal tetras move between
small streams and flooded forest, feeding on tiny animals around roots and leaf litter. They
swim in the middle layers of the water, moving together like a chain of small lights.
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A small fish in human culture
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The cardinal tetra is known around the world not as a food fish, but as a fish people enjoy
watching. Since it drew attention in the 1950s, its red-and-blue body and calm schooling
movement have become a living reminder of tropical rivers.
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In the Rio Negro region, collecting and transporting this fish has long been tied to local
livelihoods. Project Piaba is known for linking income for fish collectors with the protection of

forest habitat. Behind this small ornamental fish is a much larger story connecting rivers,
forests, and people.
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