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British Fossil Spiders
by Paul A. Selden
Figure 3

Where in Britain would you go to find indigenous liphistiomorph spiders? To the site of the nearest rain forest; there
are none here now of course, but there used to be—300
million years ago! At that time the area we now call Britain
lay near the equator and much of the region was covered
with lush equatorial vegetation. One locality in particular
has produced a number of arachnid fossils from the Carboniferous period: a brick pit at Coseley, near Dudley in the
West Midlands. Though now a corporation rubbish tip (a
fate which befalls many fine localities, for fossil or living
animals), amateur collectors in the last century found five
specimens which have been referred to the Araneida. The
complete list of British fossil spiders is given below (see
Petrunkevitch 1953,1955, for details).
Liphistiomorphae
Eoctenlza silvlcola Pocock, 1 specimen, Carboniferous,
Coseley.
Protoctenlza britannica Petrunkevitch, 1 spec., Carb.,

Coseley.
Figure 4
Arachnocoris n.sp. lives in the rain forest of Basse Terre,
near the "route de la Traversee", where it colonises the
composite webs of a pholcid Modisimus sp. (glaucusl}.
These webs are often spun in the "stalls" formed by the
basal trunk buttresses of giant Stoanea (Tiliaceae). The
bugs observed were either stationary or moving slowly
beneath the dome-shaped sheath and among the tangled
part of the web. Close to them, unidentified Mycetophilidae
(Nematocera) were often found hanging from their front
legs. Arachnocoris n.sp. and the probable micro-association
in which it participates need further observations as regards
ecology and ethology.

**
***

Milichiids were kindly examined and identified by Dr. Curtin
W. Sabrosky (Systematic Entomology Laboratory, U.S.
national Museum, Washington) and the pentatomid, by his
colleague, T. J. Henry.
Photograph somewhat fuzzy on account of the strong wind.
Scanning electron microscope photograph by Dr. M. Emerit
(Laboratoire de Zoologie, USTL, Montpellier, France)
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Mygalomorphae
Eoatypus woodwardii McCook, 1 spec., Palaeogene, Isle of
Wight.
Immature mygalomorph, 1 spec., Palaeogene, Isle of
Wight (Jarzembowski 1976).
Araneomorphae
Archaeometa nephillna Pocock, 2 specs, Carb., Coseley.
Arachnometa tuberculata Petrunkevitch, 1 spec., Carb.,

Coseley.
Dinoplllo parvus Petrunkevitch, 1 spec., Carb., Canterbury.
Araneida incertae sedis
Palaeoctenlza crassipes Hirst, 1 spec., Devonian, Rhynie,
Grampian.
This list might seem like the record of a bad day's spider
hunting: 9 specimens (including one, though probably
more, immature) and 7 species, rather than the hundred
years return it represents. Moreover, whilst their classification appears sound, when the actual fossils are examined,
it soon becomes apparent that it is based on general appearance rather than formal characters, in most cases. For
example, spinnerets are not known in any of these
specimens, so some may not be spiders at all!
If it really is a spider, Palaeoctenlza crassipes would be
the oldest known, at about 380 million years. Of the five
Carboniferous species, two are liphistiomorphs; the other
three, though classified as araneomorph by Petrunkevitch
(1953), are somewhat dubiously placed therein, in my
opinion. Archaeometa is interesting: this animal has an
elongated abdomen and long legs, rather like a tetragnathid.

In 1976, S termer described a second species from the
Devonian of Germany, nearly as old as Palaeocteniza. This
would suggest that the spiders were already quite diverse
shortly after life first became possible on land, in the late
Silurian.
Why are fossil spiders so scarce? Their abundance today
might suggest that spiders should be common as fossils. One
reason is that they are terrestrial and few rocks are formed
on land, coal and associated sediments being the main
exceptions. Another is that their bodies normally decay
rapidly on death, and their exuviae are frail too.
Probably the main reason however, is that the heyday
of the enthusiastic amateur fossil collector is long gone.
He was happy to spend every Sunday afternoon in a clay
pit, splitting nodules apart, in the knowledge that probably
only one in a thousand would contain an animal, and one
in a million an arachnid. The Victorians seem to have had
so much more time for such pursuits, and whilst thinking
about the pleasures they must have enjoyed in collecting
fossils, I am reminded of a passage by James Bennieof the
Geological Survey of Scotland (a professional!), written
in 1888:
"
there was a commingling of the present life with
the Carboniferous life at Kingscavil, which made the
search more complex, yet added much to the dramatic
interest of the work. Some of the walls built of black
fakes* faced the south, and afforded sunny spots where the
flies and other insects might enjoy the warmth of noontide.
The spiders—the scorpions of the present day. in Kingscavil
—spread their webs across the interstices between the slabs
and caught the denizens of the air, and, having devoured
the soft parts of their bodies, left their wings and harder
parts strewn about the precincts of their dens. These were
lifted indiscriminately by my resurrectionary trowel, and
of course invariably turned up in the prepared material
with the fragments of scorpions and eurypterids, and thus
the past and present life in Kingscavil was strangely blended
in a resurrection common to both. Repeatedly in searching
I lifted now an insect's head or wing or leg, and then a bit
of scorpion or eurypterid; now a seed of some plant still
growing, and then a spore or sac of some Carboniferous tree—
the past and present being before me, making me contemporary with both."
"thin, carbonaceous sandstones
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Discrimination between the
Araneidism and Arachnidism
by Zvonimir Maretic

terms

Araneism,

The terms in the title are used in a general way to infer
envenomation following bites by spiders and other arachnids.
"Araneism" or "Araneidism" were first introduced by
Argentinian authors (Sommer and Grecco, 1910 and 1914).
The words originate from the Latin: aranea or araneus
(= a spider).
"Arachnidism" is derived from the Greek words:
arachnis (- a spider) and eidos (= formed like or
resembling). In the course of time "Arachnidism" prevailed,
especially in the Anglo-American literature. The term is not
only used for the poisonous intoxication due to spider
venom in general, but in a great part of the American
medical literature it has the narrow meaning of envenomation by the poison of a particular spider such as Latrodectus (Maretic and Lebez, 1979).
The object of this short article is to point out the confusfon which exists within this terminology and make
proposals for the correct use of the terms concerned. It
is my own opinion that, in general, envenomation due to
spider venom (following a bite or the experimental injection of toxin) should be called "Araneisim". The other
terms in use to provide this meaning are unsuitable.
"Araneidism" seems to be derived from the name
Araneidae and could therefore be used for or imply envenomation caused by spiders of the Family Araneidae.
"Arachnidism" however in its true sense has a much
broader meaning (Junqua and Vachon, 1968). This term
should not be used in .the sense .that, the envenomation
is caused by spiders or even Latrodectus only, but rather
for envenomation caused by all animals belonging to the
Class ARACHNIDA (Junqua and Vachon, 1968) which
includes not only spiders, but also scorpions, whip scorpions,
vinegaroons, pseudoscorpions, solpugids, ticks, mites
and harvestmen. However from a purely linguistic view
point, for venom poisoning in general, a term such as
"Arachnism" would be rather more suitable than "Arachnidism".
If one wishes to infer envenomation by a definite kind
of spider one should use terms derived from the name of
the spider in question and use words such as "Latrodectism",
"Loxoscelism", Cheiracanthism", "Tarantism", "Ctenism"
etc.
Conclusion: For the envenomation by the poison of a
spider then; only the term "Araneism" should be used.
For envenomation by the venom of a particular kind of
spider then the term should be one derived from the name
of the spider. The terms "Arachnidism" and "Araneidism"
should be used strictly within the meanings described
above.
References
Junqua, C. and Vachon, M. (1968). Les arachnides venimeux et
leurs venins. Etat actual des recherches. Bruxelles, Acad.
roy.des sciences d'Outre Mar.
Maretic', Z. and Lebez, D. (7979). Araneism. With special reference
to Europe. Natn.Library Med., Bethesda — NOLIT, Beograd.
Sommer, B. and Grecco, N. V. (1910). Picaduras de aranas (Aranadismo). Ann.Administ.Sanit.yAsist.Pub. 6: 446-452.
Sommer, B. and Grecco, N. V. (1914). Araneidismo. Ann.Dep.Nac.
Hig., Buenos Aires.
Medical Center,
52000 PULA,
Yugoslavia

