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There are about 1,000 bryophyte species in the UK, which include mosses and
liverworts. Liverworts have a flattened body, tiny single-cell rhizoids, and reproduce
asexually using gemmae, while mosses have leafy stems, multi-cell rhizoids, and
produce capsules that release spores. This guide focuses on mosses, helping you

learn how to identify them and understand their growth, leaves, and reproductive
structures.

Mosses are small plants that don’t have true roots or veins. They thrive in moist,
shady places and often grow in dense mats or cushions on soil, rocks, or tree trunks.
They reproduce using spores rather than seeds, and their life cycle includes two
stages: the leafy gametophyte and the spore-producing sporophyte.

Identification Features:

Growth Form:

e Mosses may form upright cushions and tufts like small springy mounds.

e Others spread out as mats or carpets with creeping stems that branch out widely.

 The branching pattern can be regular (feather-like) or irregular, and some species
have unbranched shoots while others are finely branched.

Leaves:

* Leaves vary in shape, from spear-shaped and narrow to rounded or oval.

e Many leaves have a central nerve or midrib, which may stop before reaching the
tip of the leaf or extend beyond it as a fine hair point.

» Leaf tips can be curved or pointed, which affects the overall look of the shoot and
can make it appear sharp, spreading, or hooked.

* Leaf edges may be smooth or have toothed margins.

e Leaves are arranged around the stem in spiral, opposite, or whorled patterns;
when whorled, the shoots can appear star-like when viewed from above.

Reproductive Structures: T

e The sporophytes grow from the
leafy gametophyte and appear as
a stalk (seta) supporting a capsule.

e Capsules vary greatly and may be
upright or drooping, long or
rounded, and sometimes has a
beaked lid (a pointed tip).

e Young capsules are often green,
turning brown, orange, or reddish
as they age.

e The presence or absence of
capsules, which may appear
seasonally or rarely, helps
distinguish moss species in the
field.
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