




Fish coloration is often highly variable depending on water or fish condition. In addition, many fish lose their life 
colors very quickly after death or when stressed. One method that sometimes works to restore life colors in live 
specimens is to put the fish in a black bucket or tub. Just as fish caught from clear water are darker than fish caught 
from muddy water, fish placed in a black bucket will often quickly assume dark coloration, while those in a white or 
light-colored bucket will remain “washed out.”   
   
Pigment is partly determined by the amount of light entering the eye, which is  
one reason fish get dark in a dark bucket or muddy water. The clearer the water,  
the more light that passes through causing the fish to get darker. Another reason  
some fish are darker in color is due to a fish’s ability to change colors to blend in  
with their surroundings, which is a form of protection from predation.    
 
 
 
 
                     
   Light bucket after five minutes.                                                 Dark bucket after five minutes. 

Biologists Tip: Note the changes in eyes, fins, body 
color and pattern after few minutes exposure of the 
same fish to different background colors.  
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