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CAULERPA AT A GLANCE 
Only southern Australian species are illustrated.   

Names follow Womersley, H.B.S (1984) as this continues to be the most comprehensive and 

accessible account of these species.  Common names from Edgar, G.J. (2008) are used. 

A recent review of Australian species is found in Belton, G. et al (2019) and name changes from this 

and updates from the Website Algaebase have been added.  

Common species usually are placed first in each of the colour-coded sections. 

Magnified detail may be colourless or have a black background The 10c coin used as a scale is 24 mm 

or almost 1 inch in diameter. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 
 

 
  

Ramuli large 

• 10-30 mm long 

• 3-8 mm wide 

• alternate along 

the erect axis 

erect axis with slight 
constrictions 

Ramuli smaller 

• 6-9 mm long  

• 1.5-2.5 mm wide 

• in 2 opposite rows along the erect axis 

SEARCH 

STRATEGY 

ultimate branches 

(ramuli) bladder-like 

ramuli obvious,  

well-spaced 
ramuli small, 

on all sides of 

assimilator axes 

ultimate branches (ramuli) 

cylindrical, crowded, fluffy  

ramuli 

unbranched 

pages 7, 8 

ramuli 

branched,  

forked or 

spiny 

pages 8-11 

ramuli 

opposite 

page 4 

Caulerpa cactoides: underwater image: D. Muirhead 

Caulerpa annulata was thought to be 

the same as, and a synonym of  

C. hodgkinsoniae from E coast 

Australia.   

Belton, G. et al (2019) found them to 

be genetically different.   

In addition, a new name (Caulerpa 

lucasii) had to be provided, because C. 

annulata had previously been used for 

a fossil species and had priority. 

Caulerpa lucasii 

(Amulet Caulerpa) 

Caulerpa cactoides 

(Cactus Caulerpa) 

ramuli 

loosely 

separated 

page 2 

ramuli 

tightly 

crowded 

page 3 

In 2 rows 

Page 1 

on all 

sides 

Page 2 

ramuli 

alternate 

pages 5, 6 

rhizoids 

stolon 

ramuli 

assimilator 

erect axis 

ultimate branches (ramuli) 

flat or compressed, in 2 rows 
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Caulerpa cylindracea previously C. racemosa var. cylindracea 
(Tropical Caulerpa - as C. racemosa in Edgar 2008) 

! 

Invasive species 
in S Australia 

Ramuli  

• club-shaped 

• 2-5mm long  

• 1-1.5 mm wide 

• on all sides of erect axes 

Caulerpa sedoides C. Agardh 
(Bubble Caulerpa - as C. geminata in 

Edgar 2008) 

Ramuli  

• bubble-shaped 

• about 3mm in diameter 

• on all sides of erect axes 



 

Baldock, R. N. (2024) Caulerpa at a glance. 12 pages Algae Revealed 

3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

Caulerpa papillosa 
(Pimpled Caulerpa) 

ramuli 
pinched in 
the middle 

cross section showing 
club-shaped ramuli 

Ramuli  

• barely visible to the unaided eye 

• about 14 in a ring about erect axes 

• about 300µm in diameter 

• pinched about halfway down the length 

Caulerpa simpliciuscula 

(Simple-branched Caulerpa) 

Ramuli  

• barely visible to the 

unaided eye 

• about 8-14 in a ring 

about erect axes 

• tubular with a rounded 

apex 

• about ½ mm in diameter 

Caulerpa vesiculifera 
(Beaded Caulerpa) 

conical 
swellings 
below 
ramuli 

Ramuli  

• barely visible to the unaided eye 

•  <10 in a ring about erect axes 

• egg-shaped, arising from conical 

swellings on the erect axis 

• about 1 mm in diameter 

Plants amongst red algae Rolls Point, S Australia. 

Photo F. McQueen 
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Caulerpa taxifolia var. 

distichophylla previously 

Caulerpa distichophylla 
(Fishbone Caulerpa) 

 

Ultimate branches (ramuli) flat or compressed 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

Caulerpa taxifolia 
(Invasive Caulerpa) 

! 
invasive 

pest 

Ramuli  

• only slightly compressed 

• opposite 

• close together, < width of a ramulus 

between them 

• broadest in the middle 

Erect axis broad 

Ramuli  

• compressed 

• opposite 

• 1-2 mm long 

• narrow throughout 

but constricted at 

attachment to the 

erect axis 

• curved upwards 

• separated by about 

the width of a 

ramulus 

Erect axis narrow 
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Caulerpa remotifolia 
(Sawtooth Caulerpa) 

Caulerpa scalpelliformis 
(Serrated Caulerpa) 

variation in width and 
distance apart of ramuli. 
From left: 

• young assimilator 

• assimilator apex 

• assimilator from 
calm water habitat 

ramulus tip with 
characteristic 

point 

Ramuli 

• alternate along the assimilator axis 

• curved on the lower side, straighter on 
the upper side 

• usually broadest basally 

• 3-10 mm long, 1.5-4 mm broad 

Ramuli 

• alternate along the assimilator 
axis 

• are irregularly separated 

• at least 1x the width of a ramulus 
apart 

• thin, 4-6 mm long, 0.5-1.5mm 
wide 

ramulus tip 
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Caulerpa ellistoniae 
(Elliston Caulerpa) 

Ramuli 

• alternate along the assimilator axis 

• are curved on the upper side 

• are basally constricted 
 
Assimilators may branch 

ramuli tips 

Caulerpa alternans 

underwater. meadow of plants 

Photo F. McQueen 

Ramuli  

• Cylindrical or only 

slightly compressed 

• alternate 

• linear (thin with parallel 

sides) 

• about 2 mm long and, 

0.5mm wide 
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Ultimate branches (ramuli) cylindrical or spine-like 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Caulerpa crispata (as Caulerpa longifolia f crispata in Womersley, 1984) 

(Fine-filament Caulerpa) 

ramuli in 

rows 

Caulerpa longifolia 
(Long-filament Caulerpa) 

Ultimate branches (ramuli) unbranched or ramuli  
radial 

Plants  

• coarse, tall 

Stolon  

• gristly  

Ramuli  

• cylindrical  

• in about 5 rows 

• linear (thin with parallel 

sides), thin 

• up to 15 mm long 

 

Plants  

• more delicate 

Stolon  

• slender 

Ramuli  

• cylindrical  

• irregular or in partial rows 

• linear (thin with parallel 

sides), thin, curved 

• up to 10 mm long 

 

ramuli  
dense, 

incurved 

detail of 
ramuli  

ramuli  
in 

irregular 
rows 
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Caulerpa cliftonii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Ultimate branches (ramuli) very thin, branched several times 

ramulus 
branched 

axis 

Caulerpa trifaria 
(Three-cornered Caulerpa) 

Stolon and bases of assimilator 

• often with spines 

Assimilators  

• occasionally branched 

Ramuli  

• cylindrical  

• in 3 rows but only in 

young sparts 

• linear (thin with parallel 

sides), curved 

• short, about 5 mm long 

Stolons  

• robust 

Assimilators  

• often branched 

• densely clothed with ramuli 

almost to the base 

Ramuli  

• cylindrical  

• linear (thin with parallel 

sides), curved 

• about 20-30 mm long  

• branched 5-6 times basally 

axis 
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Ultimate branches (ramuli) forked or spiny  

Caulerpa brownii 
(Brown’s Caulerpa) A common green alga of shallow waters 

Stolons  

• covered in short, green spines 

Assimilators  

• densely clothed with ramuli to the base 

Ramuli  

• cylindrical, usually forked 

• about 3 mm long  

prongs of a single 

ramulus forked basally 

green assimilators emerging from a mix of algae 

spiny stolon and erect 

assimilators 

Plants forming a meadow, Pt. Elliot, S Australia 
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assimilator dissected to 

show ramuli forked 2 -3 

times basally 

Caulerpa flexilis 
(Fern Caulerpa) 

portion of a plant showing the “floppy” or 

flexible habit 

Caulerpa muelleri (formerly C. flexilis var. muelleri) 

(Mueller’s Fern Caulerpa) 

“Christmas-tree“ 
look of plants 

underwater. 
Image: D. 
Muirhead 

preserved (bleached) piece 
of ramulus showing dense 
overlapping ramuli 

detail of 

spinous surface 

of a stolon 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  

Stolons  

• covered in short, green spines 

Assimilators  

• branched in two rows of short laterals 

• floppy 

Ramuli  

• forked 2-3 times basally 

• tipped with 1-2 points 

Plants  

• robust 

• relatively common and identifiable 

underwater 

Stolons and assimilator axis 

• covered in short, green spines 

Assimilators  

• branched regularly in two rows of  

• rigid 

Ramuli  

• dense and overlapping 

• forked 2-3 times basally 

• tipped with 1-2 points 
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Far left 
Dried (shrunken) stolons with 
spinous ramuli 

Left 
 Cross section of an assimilator 

axis showing divided ramuli 
tipped in spines 

Above  
 Detail of dense covering of 

ramuli on an assimilator 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

  

Caulerpa hedleyi 
(Hedley’s Caulerpa) 

Plants  

• probably live in deep water 

• robust 

Stolons and assimilator axis 

• covered in short, branched spines 

Assimilators  

• branched regularly in two rows 

• rigid 

• densely covered with short 

overlapping ramuli 

Ramuli  

• forked several times 

• tipped with several points 

Caulerpa obscura 

Stolons 

• covered in short, green spines 
Assimilators 

• obscurely branched several times, 
forming short lateral tufts 

Ramuli 

• cylindrical, unbranched 

• about 7 mm long 

• end in paired points 

assimilator tufts (1-8) branched 

parts of a single assimilator 

1 2 

3 

4 

5 
6 

7 

8 

ramuli tips 
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AUSTRALIAN SPECIES found in Belton et al (2019) NOT ILLUSTRATED ABOVE 
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SPECIES ILLUSTRATED  

 
         species author/s page        previous name          author/s 

Caulerpa alternans Womersley 6   

Caulerpa brownii (C. Agardh) Endlicher 9   

Caulerpa cactoides (Turner) C. Agardh 1   

Caulerpa cliftonii Harvey 8   

Caulerpa crispata (Harvey) G.S. Belton & 
Gurgel 

7 C. longifolia f. crispata (Harvey) Womersley  

Caulerpa cylindracea Sonder 2 C. racemosa var.  
                       cylindracea 

(Sonder) Verlaque, 
Huisman & Boudouresque 

Caulerpa ellistoniae Womersley 6   

Caulerpa flexilis Lamouroux ex C. Agardh 10   

Caulerpa hedleyi Weber Bosse 11   

Caulerpa longifolia C. Agardh 7   

Caulerpa lucasii (Prud’homme, Draisma & G. 

Belton 

1 Caulerpa annulata A.H.S.Lucas 

Caulerpa muelleri Sonder 10 C. flexilis var. muelleri Womersley 

Caulerpa obscura Sonder 11   

Caulerpa papillosa J. Agardh 3   

Caulerpa remotifolia Sonder 5   

Caulerpa scalpelliformis (R. Brown ex Turner) C. 
Agardh 

5   

Caulerpa sedoides C. Agardh 2 C. sedoides f. geminata (Harvey) Weber Bosse 

Caulerpa simpliciuscula (R. Brown ex Turner) C. 
Agardh 

3   

Caulerpa taxifolia (M. Vahl) C. Agardh 4   

Caulerpa taxifolia var. 
distichophylla 

(Sonder) Verlaque, Huisman 
& Procaccini 

4 Caulerpa distichophylla Sonder 

Caulerpa trifaria Harvey 8   

Caulerpa vesiculifera (Harvey) Harvey 3 C. simpliciuscula var.  
                       vesiculifera 

(Harvey) Harvey 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Caulerpa articulata SW W. Australia and New Zealand 

Caulerpa corynephora northern Australia to Albany W. Australia 

Caulerpa cupressiodes tropical; known only from one specimen at 

Rottnest I  

Caulerpa fergusonii northern Australia, and Indian Ocean 

Caulerpa hodgkinsoniae northern NSW 

Caulerpa lagara Swan R., Perth W Australia 

Caulerpa parvifolia northern NSW, Norfolk I, Lord Howe I 

Caulerpa perplexa northern Australian 


