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ABSTRACT
A Mecynogea
lemniscata (Walek.) femalewith egg sacs removesher orb webby breaking the
peripheral anchoringthreads and the upperand lowerguyingthreads attached to the surrounding
labyrinth. Thecollapsedwebthen loosely surroundsthe egg sac string whichhangsabovethe open
hubof the formerlyintact web.Repeated
trips bythe spider aroundthis fluffy masstightly wrapsit
aroundthe egg sac string. Thecollapsedorb then becomesan additionallayer of silk addedto the
coveringof the eggsacs and thus contributesto the survival successof the eggsand youngin their
exposedposition. Thispreviouslyunknown
secondary
use of the destroyedorb is a third alternativeto
twowell-known
fates, i.e. whether
it is ingestedor discarded.
INTRODUCTION
In a recent article (Carieo, in press), I emphasizedthe importance of web removal
activity in the overall daffy webcycle in orbweavers.Duringthat study I surveyedwebsof
several species of orbweavers to determine the pattern of web removal used by each.
Amongthe webs studied was the domed horizontal orb of Mecynogea lenmiscata
(Walckenaer), a species distributed from the southeastern USAto South America.
found that the juveniles of this species discard the orb by dropping it to the lower laybrinth. In the present study of adults in Lynchburg,Virginia, I foundthat eggless females
discard their orb in the same manneras the juveniles, but females with egg sacs "wrap"
the collapsed web around their egg sac string which is suspended in the characteristic
position above the hub. Whatfollows is a general description of this unique type of orb
webremovalbehavior in M. lemniscata.
STRUCTUREOF THE FEMALEWEB WITH EGG SAC
The structure of the entire web of M. lemniscata is described in detail elsewhere
(McCook
1878, 1889; Exline 1948;Gertsch 1979) and will not be reviewed here in detail.
It is very similar to that of species in the genus Cyrtophorawhichis described in even
more detail by other authors (Kullmann1958; Lubin 1973; Elgar, Pope, and Williamson
1983). However,a review of certain features is relevant to this discussion. Basically, the
completed orb is a horizontal, inverted bowl with numerousfine guying threads suspending the orb from a labyrinth above and with fewer, scattered, stronger guying threads
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Figs. l-5.-Crossecrional diagramsof the adult female Mecynogea
lenmiscata(Walck.) webin stages
of orb removaland subsequentattachmentto the egg sac string. 1, intact web; 2, periperal threads of
the orb are broken as well as the outermost guying threads; 3, continued removal of guying threads
with resulting loss of tension and retraction of the orb web; 4, "folding up" of the orb webaroundthe
egg sac string after removalof tension; 5, "wrapping"of the orb aroundthe egg sac string.
Structure of ~b: A, anchoring threads of the orb; B, surrounding laybrinth or barrier web; L,
lower orb-webguying threads; O, orb web; S, egg sac string; T, egg sac suspension thread; U, upper
orb-webguyingthreads.
attached to a laybrinth below (Fig. 1). The function of these guying threads is
maintain the convex shape of the orb. Characteristically,
the egg sac string is suspended
into the open hub above from a horizontal, very thick compoundthread. There are also a
few guying threads connecting the open hub to the egg sac string.
DESTRUCTION AND FATE OF THE ORB WEB
The orb web removal begins soon after sunset and requires 15 minutes to 1.5 hours to
complete. Ten females studied throughout their adult life, beginning with the f~rst and
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second weekin July, were seen to construct 1-3 webs(average 2.25) with a range of 5-30
days intervening betweeneach construction (average 13.3 days). At the beginning of the
destructive process, the spider movesto the periphery of the orb and breaks the anchoring threads to the laybrinth (Fig. 2). Frequent excursions are madehubwardto break
someof the upper and lower guying threads before all the anchoring threads have been
detached. As the spider breaks these attachmentsat or near the periphery, the tension on
this area of the orb is gradually reduced. The result is that the diameter of the orb becomessmaller and the loosened edges take on a rolled-up and fluffy appearance. As the
process continues, the collapsed web eventually rises higher and closer to the egg sac
string because of remaining tension from the few innermost guying threads attaching the
hubto the egg sacs (Fig. 3, 4).
After all anchoring threads are broken and all but the few innermost guying threads
near the hub remain, the collapsed orb appears as a fluffy mass loosely surrounding the
egg sac string (Fig. 4). Exline (1948) observed this cottony mass but attributed it
having been"... wovenover the entire string...". In the final stages, the spider encircles
the egg sac string several times with silk, causing the orb "blanket" to be drawntighter to
the surface (Fig. 5). The process of smoothingout the webagainst the surface requires
several nights during which the spider continues to encircle the egg sacs. A neworb is
constructed later the same night or the following night, after the previous on e is removed.The labyrinth is not notably changedduring these activities nor at anytimeduring
life of the adult spider.
Both egg sac construction and webremovalevents are interspersed throughout the life
of the adult female. The earlier egg sacs will therefore have a thicker coveringof orb silk
than later ones.
DISCUSSION
The fate of the removedwebs of various orbweavershas previously been a subject of
informal speculation which focused on two possibilities: whether the web is ingested or
merelydiscarded by the spider. Published accounts are typically scattered with no review
available on the subject. As a result of the present study a third and new alternative
should nowbe added to the discussion concerning whether the web may be utilized for
another function, as in M. lemniscata. To myknowledge, this is the first report of a
removedorb web being used as a covering for the egg sac or in any other secondary
function.
In the case of M. lemniscata, the silk addedto the egg string has an apparent adaptive
significance. The thickened covering probably contributes favorably towards the survival
of the eggs and youngas they remainsuspendedin this relatively exposedsituation during
winter months.
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