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Philonotis fontana

Britain 
 1990–2013 1079
 1950–1989 421
 pre-1950 91

Ireland 
 1990–2013 233
 1950–1989 123
 pre-1950 2

y far the commonest species of the genus, the spiky pale 
glaucous-green tufts of this plant are a familiar sight on 

moist or wet, open or slightly shaded soil and rocks, where 
flushed or intermittently flooded by water with some 
mineral enrichment. It is especially prominent in upland 
areas in bryophyte-dominated springs, mountain flushes, by 
upland streams and on dripping cliffs, where it is commonly 
associated with Chrysosplenium oppositifolium, Montia 
fontana, Saxifraga stellaris, Aneura pinguis, Chiloscyphus 
polyanthos, Scapania undulata, Bryum pseudotriquetrum, 
Dichodontium palustre, D. pellucidum, Sarmentypnum 
exannulatum and Sphagnum spp. In more base-rich 
flushes it grows with a variety of ‘brown mosses’ such as 
Campylium stellatum, Cratoneuron filicinum, Palustriella spp. 
and Scorpidium spp. Other habitats include marshes and 
boggy fields, where it is often associated with Brachythecium 

rivulare and Calliergonella cuspidata, and ditches, ruts on wet 
tracks, damp woodland rides, lakesides, reservoir margins, 
wet rocks and quarries; in these more ruderal places it grows 
with plants such as Juncus bufonius, Blasia pusilla, Bryum 
pallens and Drepanocladus aduncus. In S Wales, it has twice 
been found on tarmac, and in Lancashire on a moist concrete 
block. Altitudinal range: 0–1150 m.

Philonotis fontana is a much smaller plant in ruderal 
habitats, and can then easily be confused with P. arnellii 
or P. caespitosa. It has been eliminated by drainage and 
eutrophication from many parts of SE and C England, where 
it is now rarely recorded.

Dioicous; capsules are frequent, mature in summer. 
Deciduous branchlets have been produced in culture (Field, 
1986) but they are rarely found in wild material (Petit, 1976).

Circumpolar Wide-temperate. Distributed throughout 
most of Europe from Iceland and N Scandinavia southwards, 
becoming more montane in the south. Macaronesia, 
N Africa. Turkey, Iraq, Iran. Widespread in subarctic, boreal, 
cool-temperate and mountainous regions of the Northern 
Hemisphere, extending to the tropics in C America and 
E Africa.

M.O. Hill, rev. N.G. Hodgetts
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