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First record of albinism in the great 
white shark, Carcharodon carcharias 
(Linnaeus, 17 58) 

This note describes the first record of an albino white shark, Car­
ehamdon carcharias, caught in 50 m of water by G. Els of! 
Boknes, in the Eastern Cape Province, South Africa. The speci­
men was completely unpigmented, and appeared white with red 
eyes. 1t was female and measured 1670 mm total length and 
weighed 34.5 kg. These observations represent thefirst record of 
albinism in this species and in the family Lamnidae. 

Albinism in chondrichthyans is an uncommon phenomenon that 
has been recorded in both free living and embryonic individuals 
in the Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans (Table 1), a distribution 
probably influenced in part by the distribution of research facili­
ties. Most records note some information on the albino individu­
als and some mention that the eye was red. In this report we 
include information on morphometrics, eyes and skin to campare 
with information on normally pigmented individuals. 

Carcharodon carcharias (Linnaeus, 1758) is a widely distrib­
uted member of the Lamnidae. 10 lts great si ze and apex position 
in marine food webs has long fascinated people. Recently, it has 
been the subject of detailed research into its biology and ecology. 
lnformation has been collected from fishermen, accidental cap­
tures and underwater observations. Bass et a/. 11 reported on infor­
mation collected from South Africa and this has been updated in 
more recent publications.IO.I2,13 

A great white shark of34.5 kg was caught offBoknes (33°44'S, 
26°35'E), Eastem Cape, South Africa by Mr Oerhard Els, fishing 
in 50 m of water on 25 March 1996. He brought the shark to the 
surface and noticed that it was a brilliant white colour, rather than 
the typical dark grey or blue grey of most of the common larger 
sharks in this area. He also noticed that the eye was bright red in 
colour and apparently lacked a pupil. He initially thought the 
shark was a mako (lsurus oxyrinchus) and affered it to the J.L.B. 
Smith Institute of Ichthyology. It was fixed in 10% formaJin for 
three weeks, then placed in fresh water for a further four days 
prior to starage in propyl alcohol in the institute. lt was acces­
sioned into the J.L.B. Smith Institute fish collection as RUSI 
50000. 

Morphometric measurements follow the methad and terminol­
ogy of Compagno10 and tooth counts are after Applegate. 14 Histo­
logical preparations of the skin, taken from below the dorsal fin, 
and the eye were made. The eye was removed and placed in for­
maJin until sectioned. lt was removed from formaJin and bisected, 
then dehydrated, embedded in paraffin and sectioned at about 
10 Jlm. A block of skin was treated in a si mi lar way. Sections 
were stained using standard haematoxalin and eosin; Masson tri­
cbrome technique and the Verhoef (Van Geesen) method.1s Picro­
Mallory stain was also used. 16 

The shark was plain white over the entire body and fins (Fig. 
la). Normal individuals are gunroetal blue to grey, brownish grey 
or blackish grey dorsally and white ventrally, with these colours 
meeting abruptly along the side of the body, in unique patterns. 
Normally, the pectoral fin is similarly dark coloured on the dorsal 
surface, but white ventrally, with a black tip. In normally pig­
mented individuals there is a black axillary spot at the insertion of 
the pectoral fin, although Bass et a/. 11 mistakenly thought it to be 
absent in South African specimens. The albino individuallacks 
any of these dark markings, and the axillary region is also white 
(Fig. lb). Subdermal haemorrhage is evident, particularly along 
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Fig. I. Photographs of the albino female white shark, Carcharodon 
carcharias, caught off Boknes, South Africa, showing: a, the left side of 
the shark. The notch in the lower eaudal fin was made by the fishermen; 
b, the gills and pectoral axil showing the absence of the black spot typi- · 
cal of normally pigmented individuals; c, details of the head showing 
haemorrhage and the typical large round eye which in this individual 
appeared red, as opposed to black in normally pigmented specimens. 

the lateral surface and around the head (Fig. lc). This was caused 
during capture and subsequent handling. 

Sections of the skin of the albino white shark show only minute 
traces of melanin in the dermis, compared to the more widespread 
distribution of melanin in the normal specimen examined. Mela­
nin deficiency is the cause of the Jack of colaration in the albino 
white shark. 

Sections of the eye showed very little melanin intheiris and the 
tapetal layer compared to normal specimens. The melanin defi­
ciency in the iris and retina is the cause of the red appearance of 
the eye; light is reflected back from the tapeturn and not absorbed, 
as would occur in normally pigmented individuals. This defi­
ciency in the tapeturn would render the eye considerably more 








