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Abstract—The question of the presence of kidneys in echinoderms is a subject of discussion. Many guides
state the absence of a special excretory organ in the echinoderms. However, there is a special excretory organ
(kidney) in echinoderms. It is the axial complex. The blood network of the axial complex is represented by
the system of haemocoelic spaces, which lie between the folds of the coelothelium of axial coelom. This hae-
mocoelic capillary system is an axial organ. Contractions of the heart, which is enclosed into the pericardial
coelom on the aboral side of the body, provides directional movement of the blood. The heart accepts the
blood from two aboral haemal rings: the gastric ring and the genital ring. Haemocoelic spaces of the axial
organ are separated from the axial coelom by the basal lamina. The surface of this basal lamina from the side
of coelom is covered by the coelothelial lining, which contains the podocytes and epithelial-muscle cells. The
extracellular diaphragms are stretched between the processes of the podocytes. Contractions of the heart and
epithelial-muscle cells create the pressure, which provides the ultrafiltration of liquid from the haemocoel to
the axial coelom. The coelomic liquid with the products of excretion is removed from the axial coelom to the
environment via the pores of madreporic plate. The hemichordate heart-kidney consists of the proboscis coe-
lom, which develops from the left axocoel of tornaria, the pericardium, which develops from the right axo-
coel, the heart, and the so-called glomerulus, i.e., a network of haemocoelic spaces between the folds of the
proboscis coelom. The fluid is filtered from the haemocoelic spaces of the glomerulus through the basal lam-
ina, passes between the finger-like processes of the podocytes, and reaches the proboscis coelom, from which
it is excreted to the environment via the coelomoduct. The axial complex of Echinodermata is an undoubted
homologue of the heart-kidney of Hemichordata. It is formed from the homologous larval coeloms, has a sig-
nificant similarity in the structure, and is analogous in function. Probably, the excretory organ based on the
dissymmetric preoral coeloms was formed in the common ancestor of hemichordates and echinoderms. It
represents the most important synapomorphy of Ambulacraria.
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INTRODUCTION
The question of whether echinoderms have kidneys

comparable to those of other invertebrates is a subject
of debate. Many textbooks and manuals do not men-
tion the presence of a kidney in these animals at all,
and non-specialized structures are believed to be
responsible for excretion in echinoderms. For exam-
ple, in the guide by V.N. Beklemishev “Principles of
Comparative Anatomy of Invertebrates” (1964), it is
emphasized that echinoderms almost lack separate
excretory organs and that their excretion performed by
amoebocytes, which are loaded with decay products
and then leave the organism, crawling out through the
skin surface, gut, respiratory trees (in holothuroids),
bursa (in ophiuroids), etc. In the textbook “Zoology
of Invertebrates” by Dogel (1975), in the introduction

to the chapter “Phylum Echinodermata,” it is stated
that these animals have no special excretory organs. In
the manual “Zoology of Invertebrates” edited by
W. Westheide and R. Rieger, in the chapter on echino-
derms (Goldschmid, 1996), it is postulated that echi-
noderms do not have specialized excretory organs, and
metabolic products are collected in the coelom and
excreted through thin-walled organs (tube feet, skin
gills, respiratory trees, thin body wall, and hindgut).
Only in the guide by Ruppert et al. (2004), is it men-
tioned that echinoderms have a specialized excretory
organ, namely, an axial blood organ, which, like the
gastric haemal tufts, is covered with podocytes and is
probably the site of ultrafiltration.

However, D.M. Fedotov (1923, 1924) pointed out
the possibility of homology between the axial complex
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of echinoderms and the heart-kidney complex of
hemichordates. This opinion was expressed several
times in the literature (see, for example, Cameron,
2000).

In this article, we will attempt to analyze the data in
favor of homology between the heart-kidney complex
of hemichordates and the axial complex of echino-
derms and will discuss the possible function of the
latter.

HEART-KIDNEY COMPLEX 
OF HEMICHORDATA

The heart-kidney complex (HKC) of hemichor-
dates is located along the anteroposterior axis of the
body in the proximal part of the proboscis, where the
proboscis is connected to the collar by a stalk (Fig. 1a).
The central structures of the HKC are the pericardial
coelom, the heart, the proboscis coelom, and the pro-
boscis coelomoduct, as well as the glomerulus, which
is situated between these two coeloms (Fig. 1b). The
pericardial coelom (right protocoel) is a closed sac
covering the heart from above and from the sides. The
heart lies on the dorsal side of the buccal diverticulum
(=stomochord) in its proximal segment (Ezhova and
Malakhov, 2010c). The buccal diverticulum protrudes
into the proboscis, projecting forwards from the dorsal
wall of the animal’s pharynx, and consists of large vac-
uolated cells. The buccal diverticulum, in turn, leans
on the skeletal element of the stalk. The structure of
the skeletal element differs in members of different
taxonomic groups of Hemichordata (Spengel, 1893;
Van der Horst, 1939; Ezhova and Malakhov, 2009,
2010a). As a rule, the stalk skeletal element comprises
an unpaired lamina underlying the buccal diverticu-
lum from the ventral side, and paired horns extending
back into the collar region on the sides of the digestive
tube. In its nature, the skeletal element is a layer of
dense connective tissue (Ezhova and Malakhov, 2010a,
2010b). The glomerulus encloses the anterior part of the
buccal diverticulum as a sleeve (Figs. 1a, 1b). The buc-
cal diverticulum and the skeletal element support the
heart, pericardium, and glomerulus. All these parts of
the HKC are surrounded by the proboscis coelom (left
protocoel), which opens outwards with a coelomoduct
to the left of the other parts of the HKC (Fig. 1c). The
left and right collar coeloms each have one short coel-
omoduct, which in Graptolithoidea (Pterobranchia)
open immediately into the external environment
(Ridewood, 1907; Schepotieff, 1907). In Entero-
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pneusta, coelomoducts of collar coeloms open into
the first pair of gill slits (Spengel, 1893; Hyman, 1959;
Ezhova and Malakhov, 2015). The trunk coeloms of
hemichordates are devoid of permanent coelomod-
ucts. From a morphological point of view, numerous
gonoducts are coelomoducts of trunk coeloms. The
gonoducts are formed during reproduction and
remove gametes from the gonads localized in the trunk
coelom.

The glomerulus is a three-dimensional network of
haemocoelic spaces between the folds of the coelothelia
of the proboscis and pericardial coeloms (Figs. 1b, 1c)
(Balser and Ruppert, 1990; Ezhova and Malakhov,
2010d). Thus, the walls of the haemocoelic lacunae of
the glomerulus are formed by the basal lamina under-
lying the coelothelium of the proboscis and pericardial
coeloms (Figs. 1b, 1d, 1e). The coelothelial lining in
these sites is formed by f lagellate epithelial-muscle
cells. Myofilaments pass through the basal parts of
these cells (Fig. 1e). Ultrastructural studies showed
that the basal parts of myoepithelial cells form numer-
ous processes that may contain or not contain myofil-
aments (Ezhova and Malakhov, 2010d). The processes
of both types intertwine and form a multilayer lattice
(Fig. 1d). Between adjacent processes, there are dia-
phragms, membranes formed by non-cellular matter
(Fig. 1e). Thus, myoepithelial cells of the coelomic
lining are, at the same time, podocytes.

Blood enters the glomerulus from the heart, which
in hemichordates is an extension of the dorsal blood
vessel. Due to the presence of myofilaments, the net-
work of processes of myoepithelial cells of the coelo-
mic lining can contract and exert pressure on the walls
of blood lacunae of the glomerulus, which is import-
ant for ultrafiltration. The f luid from the haemocoel of
the blood vessels passes through the basal lamina into
the narrow spaces between the processes of the podo-
cytes and then into the cavity of the proboscis coelom
through the diaphragms (Fig. 1e). When passing
between the processes, the ultrafiltrate is modified,
after which it enters the cavity of the proboscis coe-
lom, from which it is excreted into the external envi-
ronment via the proboscis coelomoduct (Fig. 1c).
Blood passed through the capillaries of the glomerulus
is collected in two efferent arteries, which are con-
nected behind the pharynx into the ventral blood ves-
sel, through which blood flows back to the gill slits,
gut, and gonads (Fig. 1c).
Fig. 1. Heart-kidney complex (HKC) of Hemichordata. (a) Scheme of location of the HKC in Saccoglossus and its main struc-
tures. (b) Scheme of a cross section through the glomerulus. (c) Scheme of organization of the coelomic and haemal structures
of the HKC. (d) Podocytes of the glomerulus. (e) Scheme of the fine structure of podocytes of the glomerulus. Designations:
bd, buccal diverticulum (stomochord); bl, basal lamina; ccd, collar coelomoduct; cld, proboscis coelomoduct; dbv, dorsal blood
vessel; gl, glomerulus; gsl, gill slits; hmc, haemocoel; hrt, heart; lcc, left collar coelom; lea, left efferent artery; m, mouth; mf, myo-
filaments; pbc, proboscis coelom; pcd, pericardial coelom; pd, podocytes; ph, pharynx; rcc, right collar coelom; rea, right efferent
artery; sk, stalk skeletal element; vbv, ventral blood vessel.
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AXIAL COMPLEX OF ECHINODERMATA

Central structures of the axial complex (ACO) of
Eleutherozoa1 echinoderms are located in interradius
CD, laterally to the digestive tract, along the oral-
aboral axis of the body (Fig. 2a). The central structures
of the ACO are: the axial coelom and the madreporic
ampulla (derivatives of the left protocoel = left axo-
coel), the pericardial coelom (right protocoel = right
axocoel) and the axial organ (Fig. 2b). The latter
stretches along a stone canal, the calcified walls of
which serve as a support for the ACO in echinoderms.
The axial organ is a network of haemocoelic spaces
lying between the folds of the coelothelium. Depend-
ing on what type of coelothelium forms these folds, the
pericardial and axial parts of the axial organ can be
distinguished: the pericardial part passes between the
folds of the pericardial coelom (right axocoel), and the
axial part passes between the folds of the axial coelom
(left axocoel). The pericardial part is usually smaller
than the axial one. In the pericardial part, there is a
haemocoelic vesicle with muscle walls formed by the
myoepithelial cells of the pericardium; in starfish and
sea urchins, this vesicle is called the heart (Fig. 2b)
(Agassiz, 1873; Perrier, 1875; Gemmill, 1914; Ezhova
et al., 2013, 2018). Brittle stars also have a haemocoelic
vesicle in the pericardial part, although it is shifted to
the oral side together with the pericardium (Ezhova
et al., 2015). The pericardial coelom has no excretory
ducts. The axial coelom is connected with the madre-
poric ampulla, which opens into the external environ-
ment with one or several madreporic pores (Fig. 2b).
The stone canal also opens into the madreporic
ampulla cavity. In sea cucumbers, the madreporic
ampulla is the only remnant of the axial coelom.

The axial organ is represented by a network of hae-
mocoelic spaces (=blood capillaries), the walls of
which are formed by the basal lamina and a layer of
coelomic epithelium (Figs. 2c, 2d). Ultrastructural
studies of ACO showed the presence of ultrafiltration
sites in it (Bargmann, von Hehn, 1968; Holland, 1970;
Bachmann and Goldschmid, 1978; Welsch and Reh-
kämper, 1987; Balser and Ruppert, 1993; Ziegler,
2009; Ezhova et al., 2016). The coelothelium of the
axial coelom consists of two types of f lagellate cells
(Figs. 2c, 2d). Cells of the first type are myoepithelial
cells with basal processes containing bundles of mus-
cle fibers (Fig. 2c). The myoepithelial cells are con-
nected to each other through desmosomes (Fig. 2d)
and form a three-dimensional contractile network.
Cells of the second type are devoid of contractile
fibers, i.e., are purely epithelial. These cells can be
characterized as podocytes, because their basal pro-
cesses have numerous fingerlike outgrowths lying in a

1 The clade Crinozoa, which is sister to the Eleutherozoa, has
many differences in the ACO structure, which deserve special
consideration.
PAL
single layer on the basal lamina (Fig. 2c). The adjacent
processes of podocytes are interconnected through
diaphragms—thin bridges formed by non-cellular
matter (Fig. 2d) (Bargmann and von Hehn, 1968;
Welsch and Rehkämper, 1987; Balser and Ruppert,
1993).

The issue of the direction of blood flow in the cir-
culatory system of echinoderms is worth special con-
sideration. Ubaghs (1967) assumed that blood moves
from the genital haemal ring through ACO vessels to
the oral haemal ring and then into the radial vessels of
radii. Goldschmidt (1996) admits that the direction of
pulsations of the heart and ACO in general may
change; therefore, the direction of the entire blood
flow also changes. Ruppert et al. (2004) assumed that
a change in the blood flow direction may be wide-
spread in animals with the so-called serial circulation,
when the arrangement of organs allows blood to f low
sequentially from one organ to another. If blood
flowed in only one direction, then some organs would
always receive blood rich in nutrients, whereas others
would receive depleted blood, and some organs would
be supplied with blood with a high oxygen concentra-
tion, whereas others would receive blood with a low
oxygen concentration. When the blood flow direction
changes, the organs located at the end of the blood cir-
cuit are at the very beginning and receive blood rich in
oxygen and nutrients. Indeed, a periodic change in the
blood f low direction has long been known in ascidi-
ans. A similar phenomenon can be assumed for echi-
noderms. However, given that the axial part of the
ACO in echinoderms is much larger and stronger than
the pericardial one, it can be assumed that the pre-
dominant direction of blood flow in echinoderms is
from the aboral side of the body to the oral one. Blood
enters the heart and the pericardial part of the axial
organ from the aboral side, from two circumintestinal
haemal rings (genital and gastric) in Asterozoa and
from the vessels of the gonads and the intestinal hae-
mal plexus in Echinozoa (Fig. 2b). Then, blood is
pushed into the vessels of the axial part of the ACO.

The contraction of the muscle network formed by
the processes of myoepithelial cells leads to an
increase in pressure in the vessels of the axial organ.
Under the influence of this pressure, the f luid from
the haemocoelic spaces of the axial organ passes first
through the basal lamina and then through the dia-
phragms between the processes of podocytes (Fig. 2d).
The modified ultrafiltrate gets into the cavity of the
axial coelom, wherefrom enters the madreporic
ampulla and is excreted into the environment via the
madreporic pores. An indirect proof of the possible
involvement of the axial organ in excretion is the well-
developed capillary network, which increases the sur-
face area through which ultrafiltration takes place.
The axial coelom is connected to the external environ-
ment through the madreporic ampulla, which, there-
EONTOLOGICAL JOURNAL  Vol. 55  No. 9  2021
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Fig. 2. Axial complex (ACO) of Echinodermata. (a) Scheme of location of ACO in the starfish body. Radii are indicated with cap-
ital letters. (b) Scheme of organization of coelomic and haemal structures of ACO. Radii are indicated with capital letters.
(c) Podocytes and epithelial-muscle cells in the axial organ. (d) Diagram of the fine structure of the axial organ. Designations:
amp, madreporic ampulla; ao, axial organ (axial part); axc, axial coelom; emc, epithelial-muscle cells; hmc, haemocoel; hrt, heart;
mp, madreporic pores; obr, oral haemal ring; pcd, pericardial coelom; pd, podocytes; sc, stone canal; wr, water ring.
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Fig. 3. Ultrafiltration in larva of Echinodermata (by Ruppert and Balser, 1986). (a) Scheme of location and structure of the left
and right protocoels (axocoels) of larva. (b) Scheme of the fine structure of the larva ultrafiltration site. Designations: a, anus;
ahc, left axohydrocoel; bl, basal plate; blc, blastocoel; g, gut; hp, hydropore; m, mouth; pd, podocyte; raxc, right axocoel.
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fore, can function as an excretory opening. Cuénot
(1948) injected dye into the axial coelom of adult star-
fish and observed its excretion into the external envi-
ronment through the madreporic pores.

HEART-KIDNEY–AXIAL COMPLEX 
OF ORGANS IS A SYNAPOMORPHY 
OF THE CLADE AMBULACRARIA

It is known that hemichordates and echinoderms
have a typical pelagobenthic life cycle and have ciliary
planktotrophic larvae with a common body plan
(Metschnikoff, 1869; Heider, 1909; Ubisch, 1913;
Gemmill, 1914; Olsen, 1942; Dawydoff, 1948). Ear-
lier, this allowed Metschnikoff (1881) to assume the
phylogenetic closeness of echinoderms and hemichor-
dates and combine both groups into the taxon Ambu-
lacraria. Today, the concept of Ambulacraria is sup-
ported by molecular phylogenetic data (Wada and
Satoh, 1994; Furlong and Holland, 2002; Halanych,
2004). Larvae of Ambulacraria have well-developed
coelomic cavities. In particular, the hemichordate tor-
naria possess an extensive left protocoel, which is con-
nected with the environment via the ciliary canal,
which opens with an excretory opening (hydropore)
PAL
on the dorsal side. The right protocoel is much smaller
than the left one and is represented by a small con-
tracting vesicle. In late tornaria, paired mesocoels
(rudiments of collar coeloms) and paired metacoels
(somatocoels, rudiments of trunk coeloms) are laid
(Heider, 1909; Stiasny-Wijnhoff and Stiasny, 1927;
Dawydoff, 1948).

Echinoderm larvae of various structures have a
developed coelomic apparatus, which includes three
pairs of coeloms, namely, protocoels (axocoels),
mesocoels (hydrocoels), and metacoels (somato-
coels). The coeloms of echinoderm larvae are charac-
terized by dissymmetry of the same type as in the lar-
vae of hemichordates, though more pronounced. The
extensive left protocoel (=axocoel) is connected to the
left mesocoel (hydrocoel) so that a common axohy-
drocoel is formed, which is connected to the environ-
ment via the ciliary pore canal, which opens with an
excretory opening (hydropore) on the dorsal side
(Figs. 3a, 4b). The right protocoel (axocoel) is repre-
sented by a small vesicle, whereas the right mesocoel
(hydrocoel) usually does not develop at all (Selenka,
1876; MacBride, 1903, 1907; Gemmill, 1912, 1914,
EONTOLOGICAL JOURNAL  Vol. 55  No. 9  2021
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Fig. 4. Comparative anatomical scheme of organization of preoral coeloms of larvae as well as HKC and ACO of adult Hemichor-
data (a) and Echinodermata (b). The arrows show the direction of blood f low. Designations: a, anus; ahc, left axohydrocoel; axc,
axial coelom; cld, proboscis coelomoduct; g, gut; gl, glomerulus; gp, gut haemal plexus; hp, hydropore; hrt, heart; lpc, left proto-
coel; m, mouth; mp, madreporic pore; pbc, proboscis coelom; pcd, pericardial coelom; raxc, right axocoel; rpc, right protocoel.
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1920; Runnström, 1927; Hörstadius, 1939; Ivanova-
Kazas, 1978; Balser et al., 1993).

Larval coeloms of hemichordates and echinoderms
are involved in the excretory function. The walls of lar-
val coeloms are formed by f lagellated mesodermal
cells lying on the basal lamina, which separates the
coelomic cavity of the larva from the blastocoel
(Fig. 3b). Coelomic cells that form the coelom wall
near the pore canal are formed by podocytes, f lagel-
lated cells with processes between which diaphragms
are located (Ruppert and Balser, 1986). The f luid from
the blastocoel is filtered first through the basal lamina
and then through the diaphragms between the pro-
cesses of podocytes (Fig. 3b). Due to the beating of the
flagella of the cells that form the pore canal wall, the
ultrafiltrate is evacuated from the coelom of the larva
into the external environment. The filtration intensity,
calculated on the basis of the speed of f luid movement
via the pore canal, is quite significant. Thus, the entire
volume of the blastocoelic f luid in the tornaria could
be cleared in 50 h, whereas the volume of the blasto-
coel f luid of the starfish larva could be cleared in only
5 h (Ruppert and Balser, 1986).
PALEONTOLOGICAL JOURNAL  Vol. 55  No. 9  202
Thus, the ciliary larvae of Deuterostomia have a
developed excretory system, which with high intensity
ensures ultrafiltration of f luid from the primary body
cavity, the blastocoel (ontogenetic progenitor of the
haemocoel), into the secondary body cavity, the coe-
lom, and then into the external environment via the
ciliary coelomoduct. In terms of structure and mech-
anism of functioning, this excretory system corre-
sponds to metanephridia (see Ruppert and Balser,
1986; Ruppert and Smith, 1988). This clearly distin-
guishes the larvae of Deuterostomia from the ciliated
larvae of Lophotrochozoa, which have protone-
phridia.

During metamorphosis, the excretory organs of
hemichordates and echinoderms are formed on the
basis of the same coelomic structures that provide
the excretory function in larvae. The formation of the
HKC of hemichordates involves the proboscis coelom,
originating from the left protocoel of the larva, and the
pericardial coelom, originating from the right proto-
coel (Fig. 4a). In echinoderms, the formation of the
ACO involves the left axocoel, which gives rise to the
axial coelom and the madreporic ampulla, and
1
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the pericardial coelom, which originates from the
right axocoel of the larva (Fig. 4b).

The axial organ of echinoderms is an undoubted
homologue of the heart-kidney of hemichordates. It is
formed from homologous coeloms of the larva, has a
significant similarity in structure, and retains the con-
tinuity of function. Probably, the excretory organ
based on dissymmetric preoral coeloms, one of which
(right) took over the function of the pericardium, and
the other (left) took over the function of the excretory
cavity, formed in the common ancestor of hemichor-
dates and echinoderms and represents the key synapo-
morphy of the clade Ambulacraria. It cannot be ruled
out that the formation of dissymetry of protocoels,
which is a common feature of the clade Ambulacraria,
is associated with this division of functions between
the preoral coeloms. Subsequently, due to this previ-
ous dissymmetry in the ancestors of Echinodermata
(in which the mesocoel=hydrocoel is drained via a
common pore with the protocoel=axocoel rather than
separately, as in hemichordates), a more profound
coelomic dissymmetry arose, which encompasses
both protocoels and mesocoels.

CONCLUSIONS

The features of microscopic anatomy and fine
structure led us to conclude that the axial complex of
echinoderms is an excretory organ—a kidney of echi-
noderms. The sites of ultrafiltration are the walls of the
blood capillaries of the axial organ. The f luid from the
blood capillaries is filtered through the basal lamina,
and then through the diaphragms between the pro-
cesses of podocytes. The pressure required for filtra-
tion is created by the contractions of the heart and
myoepithelial cells, which form the coelomic lining
along with podocytes. The modified ultrafiltrate gets
to the cavity of the axial coelom and is excreted from
there via the madreporic pores, which thus play the
role of an excretory opening. The axial organ of echi-
noderms is formed from the same larval coeloms as the
heart-kidney of hemichordates, namely, from the left
axocoel, which becomes the axial coelom of the ACO,
and from the right axocoel, which becomes the peri-
cardium. This allowed us to conclude that the progen-
itor of the heart-kidney and the axial complex formed
in the common ancestor of hemichordates and echi-
noderms. Thus, the ACO of echinoderms is formed
from the homologous larval coeloms, shows signifi-
cant similarity in structure, retains the continuity of
function, and is a homologue of the HKC of
hemichordates. Probably, the excretory organ based
on dissymmetric preoral coeloms was formed even in
the common ancestor of hemichordates and echino-
derms and represents the most important synapomor-
phy of the clade Ambulacraria.
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