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MYXOMYCETES: THE SLIME MOULDS
Margaret Brims

J\O I hear you sa1 "Ugh i Who wants to look at

lJslimei". people tend to react lhal wa) But 3 closer

look will reveal the beautifully intricate and varied

shapes of these tiny organisms, and their extraordinary

life cycle - truly, fungi that walk!
Slime Moulds were first collected in the late 17'h

century and thought to be fungi. Since then, biologists

in the Northern Hemisphere have collected and studied

them with enthusiasm. They require moist, shady places

with leaf litter, decaying logs and stumps, mulch, straw

etc. The need for a moist habitat may partly explain why

very few people know of their presence in Australia A

large part of our continent is very dry, and our

extraordinary flora and fauna immediately take the eye

of the observer.
There are about900 species ofmyxomycetes (myxos)

known at the moment and their scientific classification

combines the Greek words for slime (myxa) and fungi

(myketes). They exhibit two distinct life phases' During

the feeding phase the plasmodium (s1ime) flows very

slowly ovei the rotting substrate, feeding on bacteria and

otherbits oforganic material (figs I & 2). The plasmodium

can be red, white, orange, violet or yellow' depending on

the species. In some. the cytoplasm can be seen streaming

along the veins, slowing, reversing, then going forward

asam.
When the piasmodium is mature, it produces one of

lour l) pes of fruiting bodies. The most common is the

sporangium, which is a small, mainly spherical structure,

sLked or sessile, and less than lmm in diameter (fig 3)'

The second is the aethalium, which is a relatively large'

cushion-shaped, sessile fruiting body. One specles'

Frllgo, is common around Perth (Fig 4). It appears as a

vellow mass (a bit like scrambled eggsl) on grass and

mulch. and can be 30 cm in diameter. The third type is

sessile and can be wbrmlike, netted, elongated or

branched. It is formed in the shape of the main veins of

the plasmodium. The fourth type consists of many

sporangiapacked closely together, so that it superficially

resembles an aethalium.
Identification of myxos depends principally on

studying (with a microscope) the shape, size, colour and

omamentation of the fi-uiting bodies and spores ln

Australia, there are very few text books which can help'

Areas south of Perth would appear to be the logical

places to find myxos in the field, but those of you who

iive in drier areas have no need to feel excluded As the

sDores are air-bome. they may well be present' but you

have to provide them with the right conditions to grow ln

Line a clean margarine (or similar) container with apiece

of paper towel cut to fit and put a piece of bark (about

Fig 1 A lacy type of plosmodium (yellow) lr

Fig 2 The plasmodium of Hemitrichio serpulo (arange)'

Fig 3 Sparcngia of Crolerium leucocepholum (whlfe

with orcnge stalk) .

Fig 4 Fuligo seplico ln o Pefth gotden (creomy Yellow)'
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