
AMPHIOXUS (BRANCHIOSTOMA) 

 

History of Branchiostoma 

 In 1974, P. S. Pallas (a German zoologist) first attempted to 

classify these animals. He named it as Limax lanceolatus and 

described it as slug. But he had ill-preserved specimens on 

which he worked. Therefore, this name was rejected. 

 In 1836 W. Yarrell recognised the special nature of these 

animals and named it Amphioxus lanceolatus. Later it was 

discovered that O. G. Costa had christened them as 

Branchiostoma in 1834. Therefore, by the rules of taxonomic 

priority, the name Branchiostoma is accepted as generic name 

and we use Amphioxus as common name. 

Geographical Distribution of Branchiostoma: 

 It has almost a cosmopolitan distribution and found on the sandy 

shores covering the tidal area to depths of many metres.  

 It is an inhabitant of the shores of tropical and temperate seas.  

 The common lancelet, Branchiostoma lanceolatus, has been 

recorded from the west and southern European coasts, on the 

East African coasts and also from the western and south-eastern 

Indian coasts. 

Habit and Habitat of Branchiostoma: 

 Branchiostoma lives both in marine and estuarine habitats.  

 It is commonly found in the sandy shores.  

 It lives in dilute sea-water between 15.4% and 33.1% salinities. 

B. lanceolatus is mostly marine in its distribution and 

stenohaline (animals restricted to a narrow range of 

environmental salt concentrations) in its behaviour. 

 It leads a dual life. It is a sedentary animal although it can swim 

actively in water. It swims vertically in water.  

 Branchiostoma can swim in water like a fish. 

 The fins do not play any role during swimming.  

 It burrows in the sand, but remains always at a small depth. 

 It keeps the anterior end of the body projected above the sandy 

bed to maintain a constant water current passing in through the 

mouth and expelled through the atriopore  



 Branchiostoma feeds on microorganisms brought into the 

pharyngeal cavity along with the respiratory water current.  

 It exhibits a typical instance of ciliary mode of feeding. 

 
Shape, Size and Colour 

 Branchiostoma is about 3.5 to 6.0 cm in length.  

 The body is slender, somewhat translucent, superficially fish-

like, laterally compressed and pointed at both ends, hence, the 

name lancelet.  

 The anterior two-thirds of the body is roughly triangular in 

transverse section. The posterior third is nearly oval in section.  

 The pointed anterior end of trunk projects in front as a snout or 

rostrum. 
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 Below the rostrum is an oral hood formed by dorsal and lateral 

projections of the body.  

 It bears twenty or more stiff oral cirri or tentacles. 

Body Divisions 

 The body is distinguished in two regions- the trunk and tail.  

 The true head is lacking.  

 

 
Fins 

 Branchiostoma has three unpaired fins- dorsal, caudal and 

ventral. 

 Paired fins are absent. Along the mid-dorsal side of the body is a 

dorsal fin running along the whole length.  

 It is joined to a somewhat broader caudal fin around the tail. 

Mid-ventrally is a ventral fin running from the caudal fin to an 

atriopore. 

 The dorsal fin is supported by a series of fin rays, and nerves the 

ventral fin by a series of paired fin rays.  

 The fin rays are made of a gelatinous substance and connective 

tissue. 

 Fin rays are lacking in caudal fin.  

 It is important to note that the fins do not have the same 

structure as the fins of fishes. 
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Folds 

 The oral hood is continuous posteriorly with two lateral 

membranous hollow metapleural folds running ventrally up to 

the atriopore. 

 Both the folds are joined by a horizontal fold of body wall, the 

epipleur.  

 It forms the floor of the atrium internally. 

Myotomes and Gonads 

 The body wall shows metameric segmentation, being made of <-

shaped blocks of muscles called myotomes or myomeres.  

 These are found just beneath the transparent body wall. 

 Beneath the myotomes on both sides are present a series of 

gonads between mouth and atriopore. 

Apertures 

 Below the pointed anterior extremity is a large median aperture, 

the mouth surrounded by a frill-like membrane, the oral hood. 

Its edge is beset with numerous tentacles or cirri, immediately in 

front of the anterior end of the ventral fin, and partly enclosed 

by the metapleural folds, is a rounded aperture, the atriopore.  

 A short distance from the posterior extremity of the body (trunk) 

is the anus, placed asymmetrically on the left side at the base of 

the caudal fin. The post-anal portion of the body is called the 

tail. 

Musculature 

 The muscles present beneath the body wall exhibit metameric 

segmentation. Muscle layer consists of a large number about 60 

– 62 of muscle segments or myomeres or myotomes, separated 

from one another by partitions of dense connective tissue, the 

myocommas. 

 They have the appearance, in a surface view, of a series of very 

open “V”s with their apices directed forwards. The myotomes 

have striated muscle fibres lying longitudinally; they are 

inserted at each end into myocommata. Contractions of these 

segmental myotomes cause side to side bending of the body by 

which the animal swims. 

 The myotomes of two sides of the animal do not correspond but 

are placed alternately. On the dorsal side the myotomes are very 



thick enclosing the nerve cord and notochord, this is 

characteristic of vertebrates also, but in many invertebrates the 

muscles are of uniform thickness all around. Ventrally between 

the metapleural folds in the floor of atrial cavity are present a 

special set of transverse muscles in the anterior two-thirds of the 

body. No such muscles are seen in vertebrates. 
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