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f you're planning a trip Down Under, keep your eyes to the
ground—Australia is home to fungi that are as remarkable
as they are unusual. From the ethereal glow of ghost fungi
to the enchanting blue pixie’s parasol, the continent’s
fungal world astonishes with an extraordinary diversity of
forms, colors, and strategies. For the visiting mycophile,
consider this article a curiosity list of species to seek out. Some
are elegant, others eccentric, and a few are so striking they
linger in memory long after you leave the Aussie bush.
Australia, like the United States and Canada, spans a vast
range of latitudes, crossing multiple climate zones—from
tropical rainforests to temperate woodlands to arid deserts.
As aresult, these “tall” countries (Argentina, Chile, Brazil, and
China are among others) host a wide variety of ecosystems
and, consequently, high overall biodiversity. Both the USA and
Australia are among the seventeen “megadiverse” countries—
nations that together account for more than 80 percent of
Earth’s biodiversity.

Cortinarius austrovenetus.

That diversity, however, is patchy. Much of Australia’s interior
is arid or semi-arid, so the real biological richness clusters along
the wetter margins—particularly in the tropical north and along
the eastern seaboard. This mirrors global patterns: warmth and
moisture are the twin engines of biodiversity, and fungi respond
to both with unrestrained enthusiasm.

But latitude and climate are only part of the story. Australia’s
fungi also carry the stamp of deep time. Australian fungi
are not just different in appearance—they reflect a long,
independent evolutionary journey. After Australia separated
from Gondwana tens of millions of years ago, many fungal
lineages evolved in isolation alongside Australian plants like
eucalypts (Eucalyptus), wattles (Acacia), and southern beeches
(Nothofagus). These long-standing partnerships produced
some highly specialized mycorrhizal relationships, unusual
fruiting forms, and distinctive chemical traits—such as vivid
pigments or fire-adapted compounds—that set some species
apart from their Northern Hemisphere relatives.
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Cruentomycena viscidocruenta.

For visitors accustomed to the fungi of North America
or Europe, Australia’s species can feel delightfully strange.
Even familiar groups such as boletes and webcaps
often appear in unfamiliar guises, shaped by different
evolutionary pressures and ecological partnerships.

While comparatively little is known about First Nations
peoples’ knowledge and use of fungi, there are notable
examples. The “white punk” (Laetiporus portentosus),
for instance, was used as a fire starter and for carrying
embers—a reminder that fungi are not just ecological
curiosities but have long been woven into human practice
and culture.

Take the standout rhubarb bolete (Boletellus
obscurecoccineus), with its bright rhubarb-red cap and
sunny yellow pores. It’s a conspicuous presence in eucalypt
forests across southeastern Australia, as if someone
dropped a piece of modern art onto the leaf litter.

Equally eye-catching is the green skinhead (Cortinarius
austrovenetus), one of many webcaps that form
mycorrhizal relationships with Eucalyptus. Its greenish
hues—unusual in fungi—make it look almost otherworldly.

Possibly Australia’s most endearing mushroom, the
pixie’s parasol (Mycena interrupta, on the front cover),
seems almost too charming to be real. Its small, sky-blue
caps dot decaying wood like fragments of fallen sky, and
it has earned a devoted following among mycophiles—
reportedly even being voted “most charismatic fungus” in
an informal poll.

The ruby bonnet (Cruentomycena viscidocruenta) carpets
decaying wood in rainforests and wet sclerophyll forests like
scattered rubies. Its glossy crimson cap seems perpetually
damp, as if each mushroom has just emerged from a passing
rain shower, even when the forest floor is dry.

Australia’s fungi can also be outright magical.

The glowing ghost fungus (Omphalotus nidiformis)
bioluminesces, turning fallen logs into eerie, greenish
lanterns at night. A word of caution: it contains toxic
illudins, which can cause vomiting and other digestive
distress—so just admire, don’t nibble.

And then there’s the truly bizarre. The smooth cage
fungus (Ileodictyon gracile) starts as an unassuming
gelatinous “egg” before erupting into a delicate white
lattice—a hollow sphere that looks more like it’s been
stolen from a nightclub dancefloor. As with many
stinkhorn relatives, its visual elegance is paired with a
less refined trait: a pungent odor designed to attract flies,
which help disperse its spores. Beautiful, strange, and a
little bit foul—it’s a perfect emblem of the fungal kingdom.

Australia also hosts an extraordinary diversity of
truffle-like fungi—more than just a smattering of
underground oddities, but a global hotspot for sequestrate
(truffle-like) macrofungi. Research by mycologists such
as Jim Trappe and Teresa Lebel has shown that Australia’s
truffle-like fungi are not only species-rich but also
exceptionally phylogenetically diverse, reflecting long
evolutionary histories tied to the continent’s changing
climate and vegetation. One meta-analysis suggests that
the shift toward hypogeous (below-ground) fruiting
occurred repeatedly in multiple fungal lineages as Australia

Continues on page 11.
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Continued from page 8.

became increasingly arid after its breakup from Antarctica
during the Oligocene and Miocene, driving adaptations

that protect spores from desiccation and fire and favor

animal dispersal. These hypogeous fruiting bodies are often
unearthed only when dug up by mycophagous mammals such
as bandicoots, bettongs, wallabies, and potoroos, which play
a vital role in dispersing spores and linking fungi, plants, and
animal communities across Australian forests and woodlands.

Oh, and if this brief list of Aussie fungi isn’t enough to keep
you occupied, there are plenty more mycological oddballs
in Australia, each one likely to make even experienced
mushroom hunters do a double take. From fluorescent caps to
subterranean truffles to fungal cages that smell like a garbage
heap, the Aussie fungal kingdom is weird, wonderful, and
waiting to be explored. See you Down Under!

Alison Pouliot is an ecologist and professional
environmental photographer with a focus on fungi. She has
written six books on fungi and her most recent is Mushroom
Day, through the University of Chicago Press. Correspondence
to: alisonpouliot.com. T
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Fairy rings are not the dainty
Light fantastic trippers that they sound.
Thin-stemmed
Thin-capped =
The stems are tough and ready to resist.
They can be'snapped
But will hot break if bent.

. it §
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Marasmius oreades
Dry mountain-nymphs.

Where the rihq’s been danced
They resistrot.
| Dried, they last.

Reconstituted in soup or stew
They taste of ground and rain and summer.
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Ruth'Berman
Minnesota’

A beautifully illustrated identification key to
the basidiomycotes of temperate Europe

* Uses an accessible system that guides you
step-by-step to successful identification

*  An invaluable companion to the acclaimed
two-volume mycological guide, Fungt of
Temperate Europe

A richly illustrated natural history of fungi

= Features a wealth of photos and infographics

+  Discusses the relationship of fungi to plants,
animals, and protists in the tree of life
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