
Lichens are Alive!
Lichens are “composite” life forms living in a relationship 
called symbiosis.  Although at times lichens look like plants, 
they are in fact not, but rather are comprised of a photosyn-
thetic partner (algae or cyanobacteria) and a fungus, associated 
together in a body called a thallus.  The fungus provides shel-
ter, protection, and stability, for the photosynthetic partner 
while the algae or cyanobacteria supply energy to the fun-
gus through the process of photosynthesis.  In reality, lichens 
are ecosystems including bacteria, and many microscopic and 
larger animals.  Many lichens are known to be sensitive to 
pollutants and to environmental disturbances.

Lichen Body Types (Morphology)
Although lichens have diverse shapes and colors, there are 
a few basic lichen body types.  The most visible lichen types  
are those with larger thalli (plural of thallus) called foliose and 
fruticose, and those with smaller thalli called crustose.

A Rare Lichen in Georgia
The Rock Gnome Lichen (Cetradonia linearis) is an endan-
gered species under the authority of the federal Endangered 
Species Act.  This lichen is distributed in a very limited 
range, restricted to mountaintops, cliff faces, and gorges in 
the Southern Blue Ridge.  It is threatened primarily by log-
ging, habitat disturbance, collection, and possibly air pollu-
tion.  It is the only endangered lichen in Georgia, however, 
there are a number of species of special concern that are rare, 
such as Usnea angulata.
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Selected Glossary of Terms
Apothecium (plural, apothecia).  A cup or disk-shaped struc-
ture that produces, sexually, the spores from which the fungal 
partner develops. 

Cilium (plural, cilia). Hair-like bristle lining the edge of a 
lichen part such as the thallus.

Crustose.  A lichen body that is growing so tightly to a sub-
strate,  such as a rock or tree bark, that it can not be easily 
sepatated from it.

Cyanobacterium (plural, cyanobacteria).  Bacteria-like organ-
isms that get their energy through carbon dioxide, water, and 
sunlight. They are unique in that they fix nitrogen, a valuable 
nutrient, from the air, making it available to plants and the 
ecosystem.

Ecosystem. A place where life forms, such as plants, animals 
and micro-organisms, live and function together with the 
non-living (physical) conditions that are part of their envi-
ronment.

Foliose.  A lichen body that has a leaf like appearance and 
which normally has an upper and a lower protective layer, 
called a cortex.

Fructicose.  A lichen body that is shrubby, stalked, or hanging 
like a pendulum, and which usually has no distinguishable 
upper and lower protective layer.

Isidium (plural, isidia).  Tiny, fine projections, often finger-
like, emerging from the lichen body, that act as vegetative 
(asexual) propagules.

Organism.  An individual form of life such as a plant, mam-
mal, insect, lichen, fungus, etc.

Perithecia  (plural, perithecium).  A structure that is partially 
or completely embedded in the thallus, that opens with a 
pore, and produces fungal spores.

Photosynthesis. A process that uses light energy to convert 
carbon dioxide and water into chemical energy, such as sug-
ars and starches, and oxygen.

Pycnidium (plural, pycnidia).  An asexual fruiting body of 
the fungus.  It produces a type of spore that escapes through 
a hole, much the same as in a perithecium.  The main differ-
ence is that pycnidia produce spores asexually.

Soralium (plural, soralia).  Dusty patches on the lichen sur-
face that produce soredia.

Soredium (plural, soredia).  Fine particles of mixed fungal 
threads and algae that act as vegetative propagules.

Spores. Single or multicellular structures that result typically 
from cell divisions. In lichens, these are most often produced 
in fungal apothecia or perithecia.

Symbiotic.  A long-term association between at least two dis-
similar organisms.

Thallus (plural, thalli).   The lichen body.
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This poster does not illustrate all of the lichens found in Georgia.  In fact, the exact number of Georgia 
lichens remains unknown, perhaps as many as a thousand.  As recently as 2008 a new species was de-
scribed, named Megalaria beechingii, in honor of one of this poster’s contributors. 

Xanthoparmelia sp. is a folious (leaf-like) lichen

Ramalina sp. is a fruticose (shrub-like) lichen

Caloplaca sp. is a crustose (crust-like) lichen

Lichen Reproduction
Lichen reproduction is complex.  The fungal partner may 
reproduce through spores that develop in specialized struc-
tures called apothecia or perithecia.  Lichens also reproduce 
in vegetative ways.  In some instances, lichen bodies break 
up, resulting in new lichens if the pieces lodge in suitable 
habitats.  Some lichens produce outgrowths of the surface, 
called isidia.  These may vary in shape.  Other lichens pro-
duce loosely organized collections of photosynthetic cells 
and fungal threads called soredia that occur in patches called 
soralia. 
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