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How Spiders Hear

Zoology

T. H. Savory, in The Biology of
Spiders (Macmillan) :

The problem of the spider’s ability
to hear 1s more difficult than that of
any other sense, and, since it is con-
nected with the sense of touch, may
be considered here.

Very simple experiments with spi-
ders hanging in their webs seem to
make 1t quite evident that they can
hear, tor they respond to all sorts
of sounds by shooting out their fore-
legs as if reaching towards the origin
ot the sound. 1f the first pair of
legs are missing, the second pair are
held out in the same way, and this
response can be elicited by a whistle,
a cry, a sounding tuning-fork, a cough
or the bark of a dog.

When we recall the many stories
which have been told in illustration
of the spider’s apparent love of mu-
sic; how they have emerged from
their hiding-places at the notes of a
violin ; how they have come each night
to sit upon a harmonium as often as
it was played, and so on, there seems
to be good enough reason for believ-
ing in their power to hear.

The subject must, however, be con-
sidered more fully, more experiment-
ally. In the first place, the spider’s
reaction to sound is a very curious
one, evoked in no other way and
quite useless to the spider. If a
spider, or any other animal, can hear
in the same way as we can, it must
be able to interpret the sensation re-
ceived and to react in an appropriate
way. This the spider does not do;
its response is valueless.

Moreover, the response is not con-
stant, even within the limits of the
same family. The common Epeira
responds when adult in the way de-
scribed above, but young individuals
of the same species generally drop
from their webs at the end of a
thread.

Spiders of the closely related genera
Meta and Cyclosa, belonging to this
same family, usually drop too in the
same way, but Zilla scrambles home
to its retreat along the free radius,
which characterises its web, as quickly
as possible.

When we extend our tests to
spiders of other families we find con-
tradictory results. All kinds of hunt-
ing spiders are apparently deaf and
cannot be made to respond either to
tuning-forks or to singing grasshop-
pers. A negative result of this kind
can never be quite satisfactory, especial-

ly when dealing with spiders, for
spiders show on occasions a stoical
indifference to disturbances which do
not interest or appeal to them. For
example, sometimes a well-fed house-
spider will not only pay no attention
to a fly kicking about in the web, but
will allow the fly to walk up to her,
touch her, and even crawl over her
without making any movement. The
fact, then, that the spider “takes no
notice” is not a definite proof that it
does not hear, and we must fall back
on other tests.

Where, for instance, are the spi-
der’s ears? From what has been said
above, it will be obvious that the setae
will be first suggested, and in 1883
Dr. F. Dahl found that some of them
could be made to vibrate in response
to the notes of a violin. These setae
gained the name of Horhaare from
that date, and the fact that they are
sometimes arranged in a graded series
made it at least possible that setae of
different lengths respond to notes of
differet pitch. But even so the audi-
tory capabilities of these setae is no
proved, and Wagner, in 1888, failing
to verify Dahl’s results, took exactly
the reverse view and insisted that the
auditory hairs were only able to per-
ceive sensations of touch. McCook’s
view, too, was that the sense of hear-
ing is very rudimentary and not really
distinguishable from that of touch.

We are thus led to consider the
hypothesis that the delicacy of the
spider’s tactile sense enables it to feel
the vibrations of the air which con-
stitute sounds, in somewhat the same
way as a deaf person can “hear” the
Bourdon stop of an organ. It is pos-
sible that its response is a mechanical
effect—exactly, in fact, what is im-
plied by the term Barrows suggested
in 1915—a positive vibrotaxis.
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A Wonderful Bird

Ornithology

E. G. BoULENGER, in Animal Mys-
teries (Macaulay) :

In the pelican we have a wonderful
example of the manner Nature can
combine not only the harpoon and
rope, but also the landing net, up to
40 pounds of fish being occasionally
held in the bird’s enormous membra-
nous throat-pouch before being trans-
ferred to its interior.

Ornithology
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There is an ever increasing num-
ber of human beings who do not de-
velop an appetite, even when under-
nourished, a well-known physiologist
declares.
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