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In the hostile climate of the mountainous regions in the Antarctic dry valleys the surface
of rocks is abiotic. This is probably the result of the rapid rate of alternate freezing and
thawing on the rock surface. In contrast, a narrow zone under the surface supports a
microbial community, composed mainly of cryptoendolithic lichens — a novel type of
lichen organization.

The adaptive mechanism of these lichens is not physiological (i.e., is not to extreme
low temperatures) but rather morphogenetic. This adaptation enables them to change
their growth pattern in order to penetrate the narrow air spaces of the porous rock sub-
strate. By this strategy they evade a harsh environment by taking refuge in a protected
niche.
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