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FILAMENTOUS RED ALGAE PART VII : red algal ñcreepersò 

(Tribe: Herposiphonieae of the Family: Rhodomelaceae) 
 

This key Formal classification of algae relies on investigating microscopic reproductive features in detail.  Often a complete set of reproductive stages is 

unavailable in the specimens to be investigated, making identification very difficult if the technical systematic literature is used.  Fortunately, some 

algae grow in specific places and some have recognizable shapes that allow them to be sorted directly into the level of Family, Tribe or Genus and 

so shortcut a systematic search through intricate and often unavailable reproductive features.  The pictured key below uses this artificial  way of 

searching for a name. Then you can proceed to the appropriate fact sheets or further keys to refine your identification.  

 The key generally starts with the large and obvious and then proceeds to the smaller and obscure species. 
Limitations  Unfortunately, to use this key, microscopic investigation of specimens is essential.  
Images used below 

Unless acknowledged otherwise, all images have been made from pressed specimens or the extensive slide collection of the algal unit, State 

Herbarium of S Australia, collections generated by the late Professor Womersley and his workers over some 60 years. Images with dark 

backgrounds have been taken using phase contrast or interference microscopy to highlight transparent structures. Other images may be stained dark 

blue. 

Scale The coin used as a scale is 24 mm or almost 1ò across. 

Names Names follow Womersley (1998) as this continues to provide the most available and comprehensive descriptions of species.  Name 
changes in the Website Algaebase have been checked. 

 

 

THE HERPOSIPHONIEAE  

This is a group of seven genera in southern 

Australia, some easily mistaken for a variety of 

filamentous Red algae.  

Microscopic investigation is necessary to separate 

the Herposiphonieae from other Tribes in the 

Family: Rhodomelaceae such as the Lophothalieae 
and Polysiphonieae. 
 

Special features of the Herposiphonieae -  

¶ many plants lie flat on other algae (they 

are prostrate and epiphytic) or have a 
substantial creeping base, features from 

which the Tribe gets its name 

¶ ends of branches often curve downwards 

or backwards (like snakes about to strike)  

¶ most importantly, two types of side 

branches (laterals) arise along main 

branches (axes):  

½ short, unbranched laterals or 

laterals with limited growth (called 

determinate laterals) that occur 

either on one side or alternate on 

opposite sides of axes 

½ continually growing 

(indeterminate) laterals that may 
branch a few times or may develop 

into additional axes 

¶ a particular sequence of determinate 

and indeterminate branches occurs along 

axes (although this is sometimes 

difficult to detect in densely branched 

species) 

Algal names are from Womersley (2003).  

Currently there have been no name changes in the 

Website Algaebase. 

 
FIRST STEP 

Ensure you are truly looking at the 

Herposiphonieae by checking if the specimen to 

be identified has one of the required sequences of 

determinate and indeterminate laterals illustrated 

by the diagrams on the next page. 
 

 

 

 

 

  

HERPOSIPHONIEAE: 
DIAGRAMMATIC EXAMPLE  

¶ main branch (axis, ax); the central filament (c fil) has been 
exposed  

¶ segments (seg) of pericentral cells 

¶ determinate branches (2 sets shown ï 1-3 and i-iii ) 

¶ indeterminate branches (2 shown ï i br) 

¶ coloured trichoblasts (tr) 
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DIFFICULTIES:  

Separating members of the Herposiphonieae that have upright branches from some 

epiphytic and creeping Polysiphonia spp (in the Tribe: Polysiphonieae) can be difficult. 

 

Features in common with Polysiphonia: 

¶a central filament of cells ringed with pericentral cells of equal length forming 

segments along branches 

¶extremely fine, branched hairs ½ trichoblasts ½ near ends of branches 

¶sporangia in a single line along modified side branches 

Features in contrast to Polysiphonia:  

¶plants are sometimes pale red or orange.  Polysiphonia species are often dark red, 

almost black  

¶trichoblasts when fresh are coloured, not colourless as in Polysiphonia 

¶a sequence of determinate and indeterminate laterals occurs in the Herposiphonieae, 

but not in Polysiphonia where laterals look similar to each other 

Polysiphonia teges ½ 

a species that creeps over other Red 

algae.  It can be confused with 

Herposiphonia spp but in P. teges, 

erect laterals are 

 in no particular sequence 

not 

in the 

Herposiphonieae 


