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ABSTRACT: Rhizocephala is a group of unique and highly specialized parasitic crusta-
ceans. Due to specialization in endoparasitism adult rhizocephalans have lost almost all the
traits of free-living crustaceans. Despite large amount of data on different aspects of their
biology there is still insufficient knowledge of their interna morphology. The muscular
system in interna has been found and described only for Peltogaster paguri from the family
Peltogastridae. The aim of our study is to visualize and describe muscular system in the
interna of Polyascus polygenea and Sacculina pilosella (family Sacculinidae). Represen-
tatives of both species have similar type of muscular system, which is significantly different
from that in P. paguri. The muscular system of the sacculinids consists of muscular rosettes
located within the body wall of each rootlet. Muscle fibers in these rosettes are oriented in
different directions. Tiny muscular processes connect the rosettes to each other. These
contractile elements form a joint net-like muscular system. We suggest that this muscular
system provides peristaltic movement of the roots and transports nutrients within the
interna.
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РЕЗЮМЕ: Rhizocephala — группа высоко специализированных паразитических
ракообразных. В ходе адаптаций к эндопаразитизму взрослые представители корне-
головых утратили почти все черты свободноживущих родственников. Несмотря на
большой объем данных о разных аспектах биологии этих животных, все еще остают-
ся белые пятна в знаниях, касающихся морфологии интерны. Мышечная система
интерны всего однажды была описана у представителей вида Peltogaster paguri из
сем. Peltogastridae. Поэтому мы поставили цель визуализировать и описать мышеч-
ную систему в интерне Polyascus polygenea и Sacculina pilosella (сем. Sacculinidae).
Мышечная система у обоих видов имеет схожее строение, которое, при этом,
заметно отличается от строения мышечной системы P. paguri. Мышечная система
представителей сем. Sacculinidae состоит из звездообразных мышечных элементов,
располагающихся в стенке каждого столона. В состав каждого звездообразного
мышечного элемента входят мышечные волокна, организованные в разных направ-
лениях. Соседние мышечные элементы соединены между собой тонкими мышечны-
ми фибриллами. Таким образом, мышечные элементы формируют общую мышеч-
ную систему. Мы предполагаем, что подобная мышечная система обеспечивает
перистальтические сокращения столонов и, таким образом, осуществляется транс-
порт питательных веществ по всей интерне.
Как цитировать эту статью: Miroliubov A.A., Borisenko I.E., Nesterenko M.A., Korn
O.M., Lianguzova A.D., Ilyutkin S.A., Lapshin N.E. , Dobrovolskij A.A. 2019. Muscular
system in the interna of Polyascus polygenea and Sacculina pilosella (Cirripedia:
Rhizocephala: Sacculinidae) // Invert. Zool. Vol.16. No.1. P.48–56. doi: 10.15298/
invertzool.16.1.06
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Introduction

Parasitic crustaceans from the order Rhizo-
cephala have highly modified life cycle (Glen-
ner, 2001; Pérez-Losada et al., 2002; Høeg,
Rybakov, 2007; Høeg et al., 2012), unique
ontogeny and newly formed adult body (Glen-
ner, Høeg, 1995; Glenner et al., 2000; Korn et
al., 2000; Korn, Rybakov, 2001). Due to deep
specialization in endoparasitism the adult rhizo-
cephalans have lost almost all the traits of free-
living crustaceans (Høeg et al., 2005). The body
of an adult female consists of two parts: interna
and externa. The interna is a system of ramifying
hollow rootlets, and it is usually assumed to
perform a trophic function. The externa is a
temporarily formed structure containing the fe-
male’s reproductive system (Høeg, 1995; Bres-
ciani, Høeg, 2001). Nowadays there are numer-
ous papers on the phylogeny, development, evo-
lution, parasite-host interactions, and others
aspects of the rhizocephalan biology (Alvarez
et al., 1995, 2002; Høeg, 1995; Bresciani, Høeg,
2001; Graham, 2001; Bortolini, Alvarez, 2008;
Kristensen et al., 2012; Belgrad, Griffen, 2015;
Nagler et al., 2017; Pérez-Miguel, 2017; Lützen
et al., 2018; Zacher, 2018). However, morphol-
ogy of interna is still poorly described, especial-
ly in the terms of the muscular system. It has
been shown that the representatives of Pelto-
gaster paguri (Rathke, 1842) (fam. Pelto-
gastridae) had striated muscular fibers in the
wall of the main trunk. These fibres were orga-
nized in an unidirectional right spiral that braids
the central lumen of the main trunk. The muscu-
lar system was heterogeneous along the main
trunk. The density of muscular fibres was lower
in the distal part of the main trunk than in its
central part. It is supposed that this muscular
arrangement provides peristaltic movements of
the main trunk and is necessary for transport of
nutrients along the interna (Miroliubov, 2017).
Bresciani & Høeg (Bresciani, Høeg, 2001) found
muscle elements in the interna of Sacculina
carcini (Thompson, 1836). They noticed a weak
sinuous movement of living rootlets. Ultrastruc-
tural study of the interna revealed the presence
of the muscular fibers (Bresciani, Høeg, 2001).

Unfortunately, the spatial organization of mus-
cular system in the family Sacculinidae has
never been described. Therefore in this study
we focus on the muscular system of two species
from the family Sacculinidae: Polyascus poly-
genea (Lützen, Takahashi, 1997) and Sacculina
pilosella (Van Kampen, Boschma, 1925). Rep-
resentatives of the family Sacculinidae have
another type of the interna organization in con-
trast to the family Peltogastridae (Isaeva, 2001;
Shukalyuk et al., 2001; Lützen, 2002; Shuka-
lyuk, 2002; Miroliubov, 2017). It has no central
elements, such as the main trunk in P. paguri;
all the rootlets ramify randomly and infiltrate
the whole body of the host. Thus follow anoth-
er type of interna gross morphology we expect
to find different organization of the muscular
system.

Methods

Animals
The crabs Hemigrapsus sanguineus (De

Haan, 1835) infected by Polyascus polygenea
(Lützen, Takahashi, 1997) and crabs Pugettia
quadridens (De Haan, 1839) infected by Saccu-
lina pilosella (Van Kampen, Boschma, 1925)
were collected during the summer 2018 in the
Sea of Japan (Marine Biological Station “Vos-
tok” of National Scientific Center of Marine
Biology, FEB RAS) (N: 42.893720, E:
132.732755).

Infected crabs were dissected and parts of
the interna were taken from the hosts’ bodies.

Immunocytochemistry (ICC)
For immunocytochemical visualization of

interna, samples were fixed in 4% paraformal-
dehyde (PFA; Sigma-Aldrich) in phosphate-
buffered saline (PBS; Fluka) at 4 °C overnight.
Before immunocytochemical staining, the fixed
material was rinsed several times during 24
hours with PBT (PBS + 0.1 % Triton-X100;
Sigma-Aldrich). During the next 24 h the spec-
imens were incubated in TRITC-labeled phal-
loidin solution (200 ng/ml). After the material
was rinsed three times for 10 min in PBS, it was
stained with the DAPI nuclei stain (1 ug/ml;
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Sigma) in PBS for 1 hour, rinsed with PBS and
mounted in DABCO-glycerol. Specimens were
examined using the confocal laser scanning
microscope Leica TCS SPE in Resource Centre
“Microscopy and Microanalysis” of Research
park of Saint-Petersburg State University. The
images were processed by ImageJ software
(FiJi).

Specimens for cryosectioning were rinsed
several times during 24 hours with PBT, then
incubated for 24 hours in 30% sucrose solution
for cryoprotection. Sections (40 µm) were made
by cryotome Leica CM3050S. Following that,
we used the described above protocol for immu-
nocytochemical visualization.

Transmission and scanning electron mi-
croscopy (TEM)

For transmission electron microscopy, the
samples were fixed overnight at 4 °C in 2.5%
glutaraldehyde in phosphate buffer saline with
addition of Sucrose (pH 7.4; 750 mOsM), and
postfixed in 1% OsO4 in the same buffer (1 hour
at room temperature). After washing with the
same buffer, the specimens were dehydrated
through an ethanol series and acetone, and em-
bedded in Epon-812 embedding media (Fluka).
Semithin (1 µm thick) and ultra-thin (60–80 nm)
sections were cut with a Leica EM UC7 ul-
tratome. Semi-thin sections were stained with a
methylene blue and studied under Leica DM2500
microscope. Ultra-thin sections were stained
with uranyl acetate followed by lead nitrate and
examined with transmission electron microscope
JEOL JEM 1400 in the Resource Centre “Chro-
mas” and “Molecular and Cell Technologies”
of the Research park of Saint-Petersburg State
University.

Results

The interna of P. polygenea had numerous
star-like muscular rosettes in the body wall of all
examined rootlets (Fig. 1A). These contractile
elements have muscular fibers lying in different
directions (Fig. 1C, D). It is not clear if these
contractile rosettes are multi or unicellular. All
observed muscular fibers are striated (Fig. 1B).

Tiny muscular processes connect the adjacent
muscular rosettes (Fig. 2A, B). All the muscular
rosettes are incorporated into a joint muscular
system. This joint net of muscular rosettes braids
the central lumen of each rootlet, which is clear-
ly seen on the transversal cryosections of the
rootlets (Fig. 2C). However, in some small
rootlets (presumably growing ones) we found
only a single line of muscular rosettes (Fig. 1A).
The muscular origin of these structures was
confirmed at ultrastructural level (Fig. 2D).

The muscular system of the interna of S.
pilosella has the same organization as P. poly-
genea. The muscular rosettes were found in the
body wall of all examined rootlets. These ro-
settes were connected to each other by the
muscular processes and formed joint muscular
system (Fig. 3A, B). Therefore, the muscular
system of S. pilosella is similar to that of P.
polygenea. The only difference is that the den-
sity of muscular rosettes in the interna of S.
pilosella is a little bit higher than in P. polyge-
nea (Fig. 3A, B).

Discussion

This study shows that the representatives of
the family Sacculinidae have unique type of
muscular system in a form of a joint net with
muscular rosettes in a grid points. Such type of
muscular system has never been observed in any
other animal.

The muscular system in the interna of saccu-
linids greatly differs from that has been earlier
described for a peltogastrid P. paguri (Miroli-
ubov, 2017). We suggest that such differences
could stem from the dissimilar type of interna
gross morphology. The interna of the Pelto-
gastridae is more differentiated when compared
with the Sacculinidae. Representatives of P.
paguri have the main trunk, which is the central
element of the interna and side rootlets branch-
ing from it. A special stalk connects the central
part of the trunk with the externa. So trophic
rootlets are considered to absorb nutrients and
transport them to the lumen of the main trunk.
Spiral muscular system in the body wall pro-
vides peristaltic movement that transports them



52 A.A. Miroliubov et al.

Fig. 1. Contractile muscular structures in the interna of Polyascus polygenea. Confocal Z-stack, phalloidin
labeling. A — part of the interna with a wide, normal, and small growing rootlets; B — fragment of the rootlet
with contractile muscular elements; C, D — muscular rosettes.
Abbreviations: gr — growing rootlet; mp — muscular processes; mr — muscular rosette; nr — normal rootlet.
Рис. 1. Сократимые мышечные элементы в интерне Polyascus polygenea. Z-проекция конфокальных
снимков, мечение фаллоидином. A — часть интерны с крупными, нормальными и маленькими
растущими столонами; B — фрагмент столона с сократимыми мышечными элементами; C, D —
мышечные розетки.
Обозначения: gr — растущий столон; mp — мышечные отростки; mr — мышечные розетки; nr — нормальный
столон.

along the channel system of the parasite (Miro-
liubov, 2017). The side branches have no con-
tractile elements. Possibly the convectional
movement of liquid in the central lumen of the
main trunk also involves liquid inside side
branches in moving.

In contrast to the peltogastrids the interna of
sacculinids has no central elements such as main
trunk. It appears as randomly ramifying rootlets
(Bresciani, Høeg, 2001). At the same time the
interna is quite abundant and the distance be-
tween the stalk of the externa and the tips of the
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Fig. 2. Muscular rosettes in the body wall of the rootlets of Polyascus polygenea. A — muscular processes
between neighboring muscular rosettes. Confocal Z-stack, phalloidin labeling; B — the fragment of the
rootlet with muscular rosettes. Confocal Z-stack, phalloidin labeling; C — the transversal cryosection of the
rootlets with muscular rosettes in the wall of the interna. Confocal Z-stack, phalloidin labeling; D —
muscular fiber with tonofillamets, TEM.
Abbreviations: cl — central lumen; mf — muscular fiber; mp — muscular processes; mr — muscular rosette; tf —
tonofillamets.
Рис. 2. Мышечные розетки в стенке столонов Polyascus polygenea. A — мышечные волокна
соединяющие соседние мышечные розетки. Z-проекция конфокальных снимков, мечение фаллоиди-
ном; B — фрагмент столона с мышечными розетками. Z-проекция конфокальных снимков, мечение
фаллоидином; C — поперечный криосрез столона с мышечными розетками в стенке интерны. Z-
проекция конфокальных снимков, мечение фаллоидином; D — мышечное волокно с тонофилламен-
тами. TEM.
Обозначения: cl — центральный канал; mf — мышечное волокно; mp — мышечные отростки; mr — мышечные
розетки; tf — тонофилламенты.

rootlets can reach several centimeters. Trans-
port via diffusion is not available for such dis-
tances. We suggest that such net-like muscular
system is also necessary for the transportation

of nutrients along the interna, and since there is
no big central cavity, each of the rootlet has
muscular fibers that braid the lumen. Unfortu-
nately we have no data to explain how such
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Fig. 3. Contractile muscular structures in the interna of Sacculina pilosella. Confocal Z-stack, phalloidin
labeling. A–B — the rootlets of S. pilosella with muscular rosettes in the body wall.
Abbreviations: mp — muscular processes; mr — muscular rosette.
Рис. 3. Сократимые мышечные элементы в интерне Sacculina pilosella. Z-проекция конфокальных
снимков, мечение фаллоидином. A–B — столоны S. pilosella с мышечными розетками а стенке тела.
Обозначения: mp — мышечные отростки; mr — мышечные розетки.

muscular system functions and how it is con-
trolled.

We observed that on the distal parts of the
rootlets muscular rosettes were lying in a line.
This suggests possible absence of the central
lumen in young rootlets (Fig. 1A). We propose
that these rootlets are the growing parts of the
interna. Therefore, the muscular rosettes seem
to appear next to the tip of growing rootlet. The
density of muscular rosettes increases just after
the expansion of the thickness of the rootlet.

It is still unclear what is the way of innerva-
tion in both of these muscular systems (pelto-
gastrid type and sacculinid type)? Unfortunate-
ly, the nervous system associated with muscular
fibers has not been found in this study nor in the
previous description (Miroliubov, 2017). The
nervous system of the rhizocephalans is one of
the most enigmatic phenomena, as it still has
never been described. We suggest that innerva-
tion of these muscles could be carried out by a
range of ways. First of all, we tried to treat the
interna with antibodies against different neu-
rotransmitters, however we got no significant
staining pattern. It is possible that our protocols

were not appropriate enough to visualize rhizo-
cephalan neurvous system, as they could differ
from other animals by a composition of neu-
rotransmitters. Secondly, perhaps somewhere
in the interna there is a ganglion or a group of
neurvous cells that provide neural signals. These
impulses could spread along the whole interna,
through intercellular junctions, since all muscu-
lar fibers are incorporated into the joint muscu-
lar system. Thirdly, it is possible that modified
muscular cells—pacemakers could generate an
impulse, or there is another origin of a signal
that runs muscular contraction.

Structural differences between two types of
muscular system of P. paguri on the one hand
and P. polygenea and S. pilosella on another are
also very interesting in context of evolution and
phylogeny of the rhizocephalans. According to
the phylogenetic tree, P. paguri has one of the
most basal position in the rhizocephalan clade,
while P. polygenea is usually located in the
crown (Glenner, Hebsgaard, 2006; Pérez-Losa-
da, 2008; Glenner, 2010). Unfortunately only
three species are studied and it is early to make
any conclusions about the evolution of muscu-
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lar systems among the Rhizocephala. We are
unable to establish whether these two types of
muscular system appeared independently or not.
However, we suggest that the type of muscular
system in the interna should be quite flexible
and depends on the type of the interna organiza-
tion. We need more data on the structure of
neuromuscular systems in other species and
clades of these parasitic barnacles.
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