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ORTHOTRICHUM ELEGANS,
A TAXON WORTHY OF SPECIES RANK

DALE H. VITT' AND CARL DARIGO?

ABSTRACT.  Orthotrichum elegans can be separated from O. speciosum by smaller, more compact
plants; smooth capsules that are emergent to shortly exserted; and occurrence restricted to tree trunks
and branches. In North America, it is a boreal species known largely from east of the western
cordillera and has a distribution that is quite different from that of O. speciosum. Although in the past
O. elegans has generally been considered as a subspecific entity of O. speciosum, the distinct mor-
~ phology, habitat, and distribution indicates that it warrants recognition as a species distinct from O.
speciosum.

Orthotrichum speciosum Nees is a widespread montane and arctic species occurring
commonly in northern Europe, Asia, and North America. In North America, it occurs on a
variety of substrates and in many different habitats. On the west coast it is a common epi-
phyte on the trunks and branches of both conifers and angiospermous trees. Farther east-
ward in the montane forest of the Rocky Mountains it occurs on boulders, cliff faces, and
less commonly on tree trunks, and in the North American arctic it is found terrestrially on
rocky tundra soils as well as on boulders and cliff faces. It is rare in the boreal region, but
does occur sporadically across the North American continent. In all of these habitats, the
species is recognized by its exserted, lightly 8-ribbed, cylindric capsules (Fig. 1); eight rev-
olute exostome teeth; and eight broad, papillose (on the IPL surface only), incurved endos-

‘tome segments. Gametophytically, it has relatively large plants (up to 4cm long) with
loosely arranged, slender, lanceolate leaves with strongly revolute margins; nodose, elon-
gate basal leaf cells; and hairy calyptrae. Arctic and montane forms occurring on rocks and
soil often have nearly smooth capsules and less well developed endostome segments. The
species has long been confused with O. lyellii on the west coast (with 16 exostome teeth
and 16 endostome segments) and with O. laevigatum and O. pylaisii in the western
cordillera. These latter two species both have poorly developed endostome segments that
are smooth and of only one, short tier of cells and either reflexed or erect exostome teeth.
However, if mature capsules are not present, these three species can be difficult to distin-
guish.

Following Vitt (1973), Orthotrichum speciosum belongs to the section Leiocarpa Mol.
that includes species with recurved exostome teeth and well developed endostome seg-
ments (Figs. 2, 4). Of the six taxa placed in the group that occur in North America three
have smooth capsules: O. striatum has 16, erose endostome segments and immersed cap-
sules; O. pycnophyllum has 16, very broad, non-erose endostome segments; and what has
been referred to as O. speciosum var. elegans with eight endostome segments and emergent
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