
Spiders (2) 
Agatha Lubbers 

 
 We stated in last month’s article that we planned to resume the study of the spider. We 

also said that we would discuss the spider group from the aspect of the general characteristics by 

which spiders are distinguished from other animal groups and by discussing the various spider 

groups. This we will do to a certain extent. We will discuss the spider groups, however, in a still 

later issue. 

 First, let us consider the general characteristics that distinguish spiders from other animal 

groups. It is of interest to note in the first place that spiders belong to a group of animals known 

to biologists as the Phylum Arthropoda. The word Arthropoda is derived from the Greek 

arthron, which means joint, and from the Greek pous, which means foot. Therefore, the word 

Arthropoda means jointed foot and therefore refers to a class of animals which have jointed legs. 

The phylum Arthropoda is then again divided into 4 main Classes. The Class of the spider is 

Arachnida. Also included in this Class are the daddy-long-legs, horseshoe crabs, mites, ticks, and 

scorpions. The specific order of the spider group is the order Araneida. The Class name 

Arachnida comes from the Greek term Arachne which means “spider” and of the Greek eidos 

meaning “shape,” although some definitely connect it with Arachne the mythical “spinning 

goddess.” The important identifying characteristics of the Class Arachnida is the fact that all 

animals in this class have bodies which are composed of two segments with the head a part of the 

anterior or front segment and the fact that there are 4 pairs of legs which are appended to the 

anterior segment of the body. 

 The spiders of creation display a variable number of eyes, some of them lacking two, 

four, or six of the usual number. However, most of our native spiders have eight simple eyes 

located on the forepart of the front segment, the cephalothorax, and are so distributed over its 

curved surface that they are directed in several ways so as to increase the scope of vision. It is 

interesting to note, in this connection, that the arrangement of the eye, or eye pattern, is of value 

in determining the species, since the pattern for each species is characteristic. 

 The posterior segment, abdomen, or opisthosoma, whichever term you prefer and 

therefore wish to use, is joined to the cephalothorax by a slender waist or pedicule which is 

hidden in most spiders by the overhanging abdomen. Some spiders resemble the ant and in these 

the pedicule is quite predominant. The opisthosoma or abdomen is a more or less elongated, 

cylindrical sac in which there is considerable diversity of form and color pattern. On the 

underside of the abdomen are the reproductive orifices (apertures). 

 On the abdomen, at some distance from its tip, are located the spinning organs, or 

spinnerets, usually six in number. The individual spinneret is a finger-like organ with a number 

of microscopic tubes at the end, through which the thread is drawn out. The thread is composed 

of a great number of minute threads which pass from the body through separate tubes and unite 

into one before they have time to dry. 

 The spider breathes through openings in the abdomen which are called trachea or air 

tubes. In this way the spider resembles the insect even though it is not an insect. 

 There are no antennae or feelers on spiders but the mandibles or jaws (food crushers) are 

very prevalent along with the hollow, hypodermic-needle-like fangs, by which the poison, 

discussed in the previous article, is injected into the victim. A second pair of leg-like appendages 

near the mandibles, which are as a rule very prominent on mature males, are used in courtship. 



 The legs, always eight in number, are seven jointed. The legs are variable in length, and 

the length modifications in the different species cause them to walk in different ways. 

 Up to the final molt, spiders are able to practice autonomy or self-mutilation, and they 

can regenerate lost limbs. When a spider is caught by a leg, it can shed the leg automatically in 

order to escape; and, as has been indicated, a new leg will be regenerated in place of the lost one, 

if the spider is not mature. 

 The body of the spider is usually quite hairy and the hairs serve either a sensory or 

protective purpose, or both. 

 As in other Arthropoda, the body of the spider is covered with a lifeless, chemically 

complex exoskeleton of chitin. The spider must shed this skin from time to time in order to allow 

for growth. 

 All female spiders lay eggs which are encased in a cocoon. Sometimes the cocoon is 

carried about with the mother either on the tip of her abdomen, or underneath the body, while in 

many species the cocoon is tucked away in some convenient place. Some spiders make nursery 

webs in which the young are born. On hot, sunny days, ground-nesting species may be seen at 

the entrance of their burrows incubating their eggs by holding their cocoons at the openings 

where they are exposed to the sun. The mother turns the cocoon over and over so that all sides 

may get warm. Spiders do not undergo a metamorphosis; the young resemble their parents upon 

hatching. As a rule the young cling to the body of the mother; and an old spider may sometimes 

be seen with hundreds of little ones scattered all over her body. Species are also known in which 

the young spiders devour the parent. 

 The web is a complex structure, as variable as spiders themselves. It is composed of 

almost microscopic, thread-like strands made from a liquid that exudes through the numerous 

tubes on the spinnerets. Upon coming into contact with the air, the liquid hardens into the 

strongest and most delicate thread known. The thread can be manipulated and spun in the same 

manner as silk. While it is still used for determining the focus of lenses on optical instruments 

and microscopes, it is too difficult to obtain in sufficient quantities for other commercial 

purposes. 

 The uses of the thread are many and diverse. One of the most interesting of its uses is its 

adaptations for aerial transportation. The “ballooning spiders” are those which climb upon fence 

posts, or out to the end of a branch where there is a current of air. When located, the spider turns 

its head toward the breeze and emits a droplet of liquid which is drawn into a thread by the 

current of air. When the thread is sufficiently long and the wind resistance against it is greater 

than the weight of the spider, the creature is lifted up and goes ballooning through the air, 

sometimes for hundreds of miles. Sometimes the smaller species may run quickly up a stem and 

rise immediately into the air as though they are winged. The familiar strands of gossamer (also 

mentioned in the poem of the previous article) which cling to one’s face in summer and which 

may be seen floating through the air on sunny days, are really the discarded “balloons” of some 

little spiders which have felt the urge of the wanderlust; and being unable to migrate over land 

because of the distance and dangers, they have taken to the air. These migrations may be 

observed especially in late summer and early fall. 

 If one of these spiders is placed on a stick and surrounded by water so that it cannot 

escape, its activity may be observed. At first it will run up and down the stick and investigate 

every possible means of escape. If the observer uses a fan and gently forces a draft of air on the 

stick, the spider will run quickly to the top, poise there, and proceed immediately to spin a thread 



which will serve either as a balloon by which it will be lifted into the air, or the sticky thread will 

become attached to a nearby object and serve as a bridge over which the prisoner may escape. 

 Not infrequently the spider anchors itself with a thread before leaping so that it will not 

fall in much the same manner as a tinsmith ties a rope around his waist when he is repairing a 

steep sloping roof.  

 A group of spiders known as the Argiopidae build their webs close to the ground. It often 

happens that nocturnal moths get caught momentarily in these webs. Finally the weight and 

struggles of the moth cause the web to fall to the ground. Undaunted, the spider lowers himself 

on a strand and proceeds to swathe the moth in silken thread. The spider then ascends and 

reinforces its web and proceeds to raise the moth to its nest where it persistently binds the moth 

in the center of the web. Such feats of engineering skill may be observed by any persistent and 

interested observant or student. 

 Because our allotted space is more than filled, we will complete next time, D.V., our 

discussion of the spider. We will discuss the interesting courtship of spiders and some of the 

important spider groups and their habits. 
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