SILVER HATCHETFISH
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Gasteropelecus sternicla / Common Hatchetfish
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Gasteropelecus sternicla (Linnaeus, 1758)
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NAME AND SHAPE
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The word “hatchet” points straight to this fish’s outline. Its scientific name also carries the
idea of a belly shaped like an axe. Seen from the side, the deep silver body flashes like a
tiny blade at the water surface, a color that can shine brightly and also soften the fish’s
outline in reflected light.
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LIFE AT THE SURFACE
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In South America, this fish belongs to slow creeks, quiet rivers, and swampy waters. It
gathers near the surface, where an upturned mouth is perfect for catching tiny animals
and insects that appear at the waterline. It lives in the water, but much of its world begins
just above it.
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BUILT FOR A SUDDEN LEAP
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Large pectoral fins are paired with unusually strong muscles. In hatchetfishes, those
muscles can make up about a quarter of the body’s weight, giving the fish the power for a
sudden escape leap. People may call it a “flying fish,” but its movement is more like a
quick burst from the surface than birdlike flight.
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A FISH NOTICED BY AQUARIUM CULTURE
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Hatchetfishes were already known in European aquarium circles in the early twentieth
century and later in America as well. They are not famous for loud colors, but for the quiet
strangeness of a silver group holding the surface. In aquarium culture, they remind people
that even the thin line between water and air is a habitat full of stories.
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