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Richard Kirby

ANIMAL BEHAVIOR

Spider lllusionists

These webs appear to host

their inhabitants’ doppelgangers

WHAT’S SCARIER THAN A SPIDER?
A really big spider, of course. A new-
found defensive tactic takes advantage of
this idea: researchers documented spi-
dersbuilding giant spiderlike silhouettes
on their webs to ward off predators.

These decoys are an example of
“web decorations” that some spiders
are known to produce, often to prevent
getting eaten, avoid bird strikes or at-
tract prey. Such ornaments come in
many shapes and sizes, but this is the
first time scientists have documented
spider-shaped decor.

From 2012 to 2022 a research team
collected observations of these unusual
webs in Peru, the Philippines and Mad-
agascar, focusing on about 300 individ-
uals from the genus Cyclosa that are
typically only a few millimeters long.
The researchers published their find-
ings in Ecology and Evolution.

The spider doppelgingers are made
of prey carcasses, plant debris, and other
organic materials. They have a central
structure from which “legs” branch out.
The team proposes that the construc-

tions serve primarily as a defense from
predators such as hummingbirds or he-
licopter damselflies. But different spe-
cies might use them in different ways.

In Peru, the spiders seem to use the
decoys “as puppets,” says study co-au-
thor Phillip Torres, an entomologist and
television host. “They will be on the top
of the figure, and they shake the web, so
they are pretending tobe abigger spider.”
Small predators might be scared by a
larger spider, and predators that special-
ize in eating the real, smaller arachnid
might want to avoid a supersized one. In
the Philippines, the spiders seem to in-
stead hide inside the structure and wait
for the predator to go away.

Dinesh Rao, an ecologist at Veracru-
zana University in Mexico, who wasn’t
involved in the study, emphasizes that
figuring out the constructions’ precise
function requires more research: “You
need either careful observations or
experimental conditions where you
actually look at how [predators] re-
spond to these structtures.”

—Gennaro Tomma

This spiderweb structure
presents the illusion of an
intimidating bigger spider.
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