
Body Wall of Amphioxus (Branchiostoma) 
The epidermis consists of a single layer of cells. The epithelial cells 

are of columnar type. These cells are ciliated in the early stage and in 

the adult the outer margin of the cells become cuticularised. The 

chemical nature of the cuticle is not known. The epithelial layer 

contains cells with sensory hairs (receptor cells), but gland cells and 

pigment cells are absent. 

Immediately beneath the epidermis, there are two layers—cutis and 

sub-cutis. Both these layers are secreted by some scattered distributed 

wandering cells akin to the fibroblasts of the vertebrates. The cutis is 

made up of fibres and the sub-cutis has a gelatinous matrix containing 

fibres. A system of canals traverse through both the cutis and sub-

cutis. 

Beneath the sub-cutis lies the characteristic muscle layer of 

Branchiostoma. The mesodermal layer applied to the gut 

(splanchnopleure) becomes greatly thickened near the notochord to 

transform into the myotomes or myomeres. 

Besides the myotomes, other muscles are also developed from the 

splanchnopleure and somatopleure (the mesodermal layer applied to 

the body wall). The myotomes are blocks of striated muscle fibres 

extending through the entire length of the body. 

The myotomes are separated from one another by dense connective 

tissue septa, called myocommas. The myocommas are V- shaped and 

the pointed end of the ‘V’ is directed towards the anterior end. 

Although the myocommas are V-shaped, the muscle fibres composing 

the myotomes run straight, i.e., arranged longitudinally. 

Each muscle fibre is attached to two successive myocommas. The 

myotomes are so arranged that the body can be twisted sidewise with 

considerable rapidity. The myotomes on the two sides of the body 

alternate with one another. Such an arrangement of myotomes helps 

lateral undulation of the body during locomotion. There are about 60 

pairs of myotomes in Branchiostoma. 



 
The most significant point in the muscular system of Branchiostoma 

is the great thickness of the musculature of the dorsal body wall. In 

non-chordates the muscle layer is of almost uniform thickness 

surrounding the coelom. 

Supporting Structures of Amphioxus (Branchiostoma) 
 

The notochord extends from the tip of the head to tail end. Such 

anterior prolongation of the notochord beyond the brain is associated 

with its burrowing habit. This chord is situated on the mid-dorsal line 

above the alimentary canal. It is composed of a series of flat plates 

arranged along the transverse plane of the body. 

Two kinds of plates alternate with each other, one is fibrous in nature 

and the other is homogeneous. The plates are enveloped by an outer 

fibrous and an inner elastic notochordal sheath. Each plate is derived 

from a single cell which becomes highly vacuolated and the nucleus is 

pushed to one side. 

Surrounding the notochordal sheath there is a non-cellular gelatinous 

layer containing few fibres. The other supporting structures include 

the gill-rods supporting the gill-bars, the skeletal oral ring supporting 

the oral hood and cirri and the fin-ray boxes supporting the dorsal and 

ventral fins. 
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Locomotion in Amphioxus (Branchiostoma) 
Branchiostoma is a sluggish animal by nature and it occasionally 

swims freely in water (when it is disturbed) by contraction of the 

longitudinal muscle fibres of the myotomes. Contraction of the 

myotomes causes the transverse motion of the body at different angles 

in such a fashion that the animal can move forward. 

All the myotomes contract rhythmically along the anteroposterior 

direction, i.e., a myotome contracts after that in front of it. 

During forward propulsion the myotomes contract to produce waves 

of contraction from anterior to the posterior side through the water. 

The myotomes are located on the lateral side of the notochord which 

forms the supporting structure. The function of the notochord is to 
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prevent shortening of the body length when the muscle fibres of the 

myotomes contract. 

The elasticity of the notochord helps to make the contraction of the 

body more efficient. The notochord acts as the lever upon which the 

myotomes work. The myotomes have no direct connection with the 

notochord, but the myocommas are attached with the notochordal 

sheath. 

Branchiostoma cannot move very fast in water and the elaborate fin-

system as seen in fishes is absent. The caudal fin is feebly developed. 

It normally resists transverse movements of the body and can 

accelerate transverse movements in emergency. 

 


