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SPONGOCLONIUM 
example: Spongoclonium  

 conspicuum 

Fig. 1. upper plant parts 

Fig. 2. microscope detail of an axis heavily wrapped in rhizoids, numerous, naked, short branchlets over-arching the axis; dark female structures 

(carposporophytes) at tips of short side branches 

Fig. 3. naked short branchlets bearing tetrasporangia 

TRIBE 

SPONGOCLONIEAE 

plants densely branched (“furry”), 

found below low water (sub-tidal). 

Spore plants with spores in 4’s 

(tetrasporangia) 

 

SPONGOCLONIUM 4 spp 

Go to pages 2, 3 

plants form dense, dark-red tufts in 

the intertidal. Spore plants with 

spores in 32-40’s  

(polysporangia) 

 

LOPHOTHAMNION HIRTUM 

Go to page 4 

LOPHOTHAMNION HIRTUM 
Fig. 4. tufted plant 

Fig. 5. microscope detail of short branchlets 

bearing polysporangia 

 

FILAMENTOUS RED ALGAE PART XIV: Tribe Spongoclonieae 
 

This guide 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 recognisable shapes that allow them to be sorted directly into the level of Genus or Family and so shortcut a 

systematic search through intricate and often unavailable reproductive features.  The materials below use this artificial way of searching for a name.  

Then you can proceed to the appropriate fact sheets or keys to refine your identification.   

Limitations  Unfortunately, to use this search strategy, microscopic investigation of specimens will be needed. Also, this guide overlaps somewhat with  

 “filamentous red algae: Part I” and “some felty, ropey, stringy, furry, fuzzy Red algae”  

Images  Unless acknowledged otherwise, all images come from pressed specimens or the extensive slide collection of the algal unit, State Herbarium of  

used below   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 1” across. 

Names Scientific names and means of sorting the species follow that found in Womersley, H B S. (1984-2003). The Marine Benthic Flora of southern Australia, 

as it continues to provide the most comprehensive and accessible account 

 

FEATURES OF THE TRIBE 

• plants are small to medium in size 50 – 
300 mm)  

• plants are filamentous, of long branches 
(axes) usually wrapped loosely in rhizoids  

•  naked, shorter side branchlets of limited 
size (determinate branchlets) are numerous 

• axis tips are over-arched by the branchlets 
and obscure 

• female structures (carposporophytes) are 
rounded, and form at the tips of short side 

branches and a vague, loose ring 
(involucre) of branchlets develops 

 

GENERA AT A GLANCE 

 

EXAMPLES 

 

  

 

 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  

1. 2. 3. 

4. 

5. 
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Fig. 6. plants slender, “fluffy”, “floppy” 

Fig. 7. axis base, consisting of large cells with few rhizoids 

Fig. 8. naked branchlets bearing stalkless spores 

Spongoclonium fasciculatum 

• plant axes thick with rhizoids except at plant tips 

• side branches dense 

• branchlets consist of dense, long, fine, hair-like filaments 

lying parallel 

Fig. 9. whole plant originally growing on sea-grass 

Fig. 10. axis from the middle of the plant 

Fig. 11. naked axis (arrowed) of large, box-shaped cells and 

dense parallel branchlets 

Fig. 12. female structure (cystocarp) terminating a short branch 

Fig. 13. axis of sausage-shaped cells, sperm clusters lying on 

branchlet cells 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

continued next page 

6. 7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 11. 

12. 

13. 

Spongoclonium australicum 

• plants slender, “fluffy”, “floppy” 

• main axes several, with long side branches lightly clothed with branchlets 

• rhizoid-wrapping only very light, and then on the bases of mature axes 

SPONGOCLONIUM 4 SPP (pages 2,3)  
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Spongoclonium brownianum 

• plants robust, grow on sea-grasses 

• there are several main axes and side branches 

• naked, filamentous branchlets, curved near their ends, occur in tight bunches 

• spores are stalkless or on minute branches 

Fig. 14. whole plant 

Fig. 15. detail of side branches 

Fig. 16. naked branch tips with curved, tufted branchlets 

Fig. 17. dark, ball-shaped female structures 

(carposporophytes) in dense tufts of curved 

branchlets 

Fig. 18. branchlet filaments, one with curved tip, bearing 

spores, some on minute branches 

Spongoclonium conspicuum 

• plants “felty” 

• axes densely covered in rhizoids to almost the very tips of plants 

• spores on very small, 1-4 celled branches 

Fig. 19. felty plant 

Fig. 20. axis densely covered in rhizoids, 

obscuring the filament of large cells 

beneath 

Fig. 21. detail of branchlet bearing spores on 

very short branches 

Fig. 22. axis with rhizoids and naked 

branchlets dissected from the base to 

expose a large axial cell  

19. 

20. 21. 

22. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

  

14. 15. 

17. 

16. 

18. 
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Fig. 23.  fluffy dark red plant 

Fig. 24. detail of branch tips 

Fig. 25. microscope detail of plant tips; 

deeply stained spores 

Fig. 26. axis densely covered in naked, 

filamentous branchlets 

Fig. 27. detail of polysporangia in a 

branchlet 

Fig. 28. lower axis with loose wrapping of 

rhizoids 

 
 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

LOPHOTHAMNION HIRTUM 

• plants form tufts in the lower intertidal 

• spore plants produce polysporangia  

SPONGOCLONIEAE LOOK-ALIKES 

23. 

24. 

26. 27. 28. 

25. 

continued next page 

Dasythamniella 5 spp 
Tribe: Compsothamnieae 

similarities: 

• plants are filamentous 

• axes are wrapped in 

rhizoids 

• axial cells produce short 

side branches 

(determinate branches) 

differences 

• tip cells are usually 

emergent and not 

overtopped by the 

branchlets beneath 

• side branches occur in  

2 rows 

• female reproductive 

structures may produce a 

basal ring of branches 

(involucre) 

EXAMPLE: 

Fig. 29. whole plant of Dasythamniella superbiens 

Fig. 30. detail of branching of a short side branch; 

globular spores 

29. 30. 
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Callithamnieae species 
see also “Part XII: Tribe Callithamnieae 

of the Family: Ceramiaceae 

similarities: 

• plants are filamentous 

• axes are often wrapped in 

rhizoids 

• axial cells produce short side 

branches (determinate 

branches) 

differences 

• plants are often small (< 10 

mm tall) 

• carposporophytes are twinned 

and straddle axial cells 

• branches do not crowd over 

(“over-top”) and obscure tips 

of plants  
EXAMPLE: 

Callithamnion circinnatum 

Fig. 31. whole plant, axes heavily wrapped in rhizoids 

Fig. 32. naked axis with curved branchlets characteristic of the species 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SPECIES ILLUSTRATED 
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species author/s page

/s 

current name in Algaebase authors 

Spongoclonium australicum Womersley 2 Pleonosporium australicum (Womersley) 

G.W.Saunders & 

C.W.Schneider 

Spongoclonium fasciculatum J. Agardh 2   

Spongoclonium brownianum (Harvey) J.Agardh 3   

Spongoclonium conspicuum Sonder 3   

Lophothamnion hirtum (Hooker f. & Harvey) 

Womersley 

4 Pleonosporium hirtum  (Hooker f. & Harvey) 

Laing 

EXAMPLE: 

Hirsutithallia tincta 

Fig. 33. whole plant 

Fig. 34. detail of numerous side 

branches 

Fig. 35. detail of box-shaped, naked 

axial cells and tufts of short 

branchlets reaching about 

the same height in each tuft 

Fig. 36. lower axis, axial cells 

obscured by numerous fine 

rhizoids running parallel to 

the axis and bearing minute, 

outward-facing bristles 

31. 32. 

33. 

34. 35. 

36. 

https://www.algaebase.org/

