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SHORT COMMUNICATION

First record of Theridula aelleni (Araneae: Theridiidae) in Crete,

Greece

T. Angelioudakis™, A. Nikolakakis?, K. Varikou?, G. Koubouris?, R. Tarifa®*

and P.J. Rey*®

Summary Theridula aelleni (Hubert, 1970) (Araneae: Theridiidae) is a Mediterranean species with a lim-
ited known distribution, so far reported only in Tunisia, Madeira, and Spain. Here, we present the first
record of T. aelleni in Greece. Two adult males were collected in an olive grove in the area of Asterou-
sia in the Messara valley of Heraklion, Crete during pitfall trapping in 2022 and 2025. Identification was
confirmed through comparison with diagnostic characters provided in the original description and
subsequent taxonomic treatments. This finding significantly extends the known geographical range
of the species eastwards within the Mediterranean basin and contributes to expanding our knowledge

regarding the spider fauna of Greece.
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Theridiidae Sundevall, 1833 is one of the
most diverse spider families globally, com-
prising more than 2,500 described species
in over 120 genera (World Spider Catalog
2025). Theridiids exhibit substantial mor-
phological and ecological variation but are
generally characterized by small to medium
body size, three tarsal claws, the absence of
paracymbium in males, and the presence of
serrated bristles forming a comb on tarsus
IV (Jocqué and Dippenaar-Schoeman, 2006).
Members of the family typically construct ir-
regular space webs with threads radiating
in multiple directions, and prey is subdued
using a characteristic wrap-bite attack in-
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volving sticky silk (Jocqué and Dippenaar-
Schoeman, 2006). In the Mediterranean re-
gion their diversity remains incompletely
documented, partly due to their small size
and inconspicuous morphology, which can
reduce detection during general surveys. In
Greece, the family is represented by approx-
imately 100 species, with around 50 species
recorded from Crete (World Spider Catalog
2025), reflecting a particularly rich theridiid
fauna on the island.

Globally, the genus Theridula Emer-
ton, 1882 comprises only 16 described spe-
cies, reflecting a relatively small group with-
in Theridiidae. Of these, three species occur
in Europe — although some authors con-
sider Theridula opulenta (Walckenaer, 1841)
a synonym of Theridula gonygaster (Simon,
1873), which would reduce the number to
two. Despite the presence of these species
in neighboring Mediterranean countries, no
member of the genus has previously been
recorded from Greece (World Spider Cat-
alog 2025). Species of the genus are small-
bodied and characterized by a distinct set of
morphological features: the colulus and its
setae are absent, the cheliceral promargin
bears one or two teeth, the male palp lacks
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conductor, median apophysis and theridi-
id tegular apophysis, and the cymbium has
no distal process; additionally, leg chaeto-
taxy includes two dorsal bristles on tibiae |,
Il and IV, one dorsal bristle on tibia Ill, and
a trichobothrium present on metatarsus lll
but absent on metatarsus IV (Le Peru, 2011).

In this paper, we report the first record
of T. aelleni from Greece, based on two male
specimens collected in olive groves in Crete,
thereby extending the known range of the
species and contributing to the documenta-
tion of Greek Theridiidae.

Sampling was conducted as a part of the
regular (monthly) monitoring program for
epigeal arthropods in olive groves under the
LIFE project “Olivares Vivos +". Sampling was
carried out using pitfall traps placed both in
the olive fields and in adjacent seminatural
habitats (12 and 8 pitfalls, per farm, respec-
tively; see Rey et al., 2019, for more details on
sampling procedure). In particular, the col-
lected specimens of T. aelleni come from an
intensive olive-growing region of Messara
in southern Crete, within the Heraklion re-
gional unit, Greece, between the villages of
Stavies and Stoloi. One adult male was col-
lected on 19 May 2022 (35° 1'47.43" N, 25°
1'49.55" E) and a second adult male on 19
July 2025 (35° 150.47" N, 25° 1'26.12" E).

Identification was carried out through
comparison with diagnostic characters and
images available on the online database
Araneae Spiders of Europe (Nentwig et al.,
2025). The specimen has been preserved in
70% ethanol and deposited in the Laborato-
ry of Agricultural Zoology and Entomology
of Agricultural University of Athens. Photo-
graphs were taken using a Leica S9i Digital
Stereo Microscope imaging system (Benaki
Phytopathological Institute).

Theridula aelleni was originally described
by Hubert (1970) under the genus Theridion,
and at that time it was considered closely
related to, and potentially conspecific with
Theridion spinitarse O. Pickard-Cambridge,
1876. Subsequent taxonomic revisions clar-
ified the diagnostic differences between the
two species and led to the transfer of T. ael-
leni to the genus Theridula, where it is cur-

rently placed (Knoflach et al., 2009).
Material examined. 23, Greece, Crete, Her-
aklion, olive grove, pitfall trap, 15" 19.05.2022
(Coordinates: 35° 1'47.43" N, 25° 1'49.55" E);
15" 19.07.2025 (Coordinates: 35° 1'50.47" N,
25°1'26.12" E).

Habitus. The male specimen possesses a
uniform light brown prosoma, with eight
eyes arranged in two rows. The chelicerae
and pedipalps are similarly pale. The legs
are slender and pale yellow. The abdomen
is longer than wide, displaying a dorsal pat-
tern of black markings that contrast with the
brown background coloration (Fig. 1).

Male palp. The palp (Figs 2, 3) is character-
ized by a globular bulb and a narrow, elon-
gated cymbium bearing long dorsal setae.
The embolus is elongated and corkscrew
shaped. This combination of morpholog-
ical characteristics is consistent with pub-
lished descriptions and illustrations of T. ael-
leni (Hubert, 1970; Knoflach et al., 2009; Le
Peru, 2011), supporting the identification of
the specimen.

Habitat. Males of T. aelleni were trapped at
the margins of an olive orchard adjacent to a
river (first sampling site), where species such
as Arundo donax L. (Poaceae), Nerium olean-
der L. (Apocynaceae), and Rubus fruticosus L.
(Rosaceae) abound, and in an abandoned
vineyard (second sampling site). The study

s

Figure 1. Theridula aelleni Hubert 1970, male, habitus dor-
sal view.
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Figure 2. Theridula aelleni Hubert 1970, male, palp lateral
view.

area of Messara (southern Crete) is charac-
terized by semi-arid conditions, with high
summer temperatures reaching up to 40°C
and a mean annual rainfall of approximate-
ly 300-450 mm. The Messara plain extends
south-southwest of the Heraklion Prefec-
ture, south of Mount Psiloritis and north of
the Asterousia Mountains, and is bordered
by the Libyan Sea. The landscape is domi-
nated by a continuous olive grove compris-
ing of at least 150,000 trees.

The detection of the species on two sep-
arate sampling occasions (2022 and 2025)
suggests that T. aelleni is established at the
site rather than representing a sporadic dis-
persal or accidental introduction. The new
locality fills part of the biogeographical gap
between western Mediterranean, North Afri-
ca and the eastern Mediterranean, suggest-
ing that the species may be more widespread
than currently documented. Its detection
in an olive grove also highlights the role of
Mediterranean agroecosystems as reservoirs
of understudied spider diversity.

Additional fieldwork will be essential to
assess the true range of T. aelleni in Greece
and the broader eastern Mediterranean.
Such data will contribute to a more com-
plete understanding of the diversity and
distribution of Theridiidae in the region.
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Figure 3. Theridula aelleni Hubert 1970, male, palp ventral
view.

The research was conducted in olive groves of
the Agricultural Cooperative Famelia, with the
assistance of Manolis latrakis and Spyros Fa-
nourgakis. The authors wish to express their
sincere gratitude to D.P. Papachristos (Benaki
Phytopathological Institute) for granting ac-
cess to the laboratory facilities and equipment
used for photographic documentation, and to
I.Ch. Lytra for her valuable assistance with the
operation of the equipment.
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2YNTOMH ANAKOINQ2H

MpwTn Kataypa®n Tou €idoug Theridula aelleni (Araneae:
Theridiidae) otnv Kpnitn

©. Ayyehiouddkng, A. Nikohakdkng, K. Bapikou, I. Koupmoupng, R. Tarifa kat P.J. Rey

MepiAnyn To €ibog Theridula aelleni (Hubert, 1970) (Araneae: Theridiidae) eivai Mecoyelako gidoc ue
neploplopévn e€Amwan, kabwg péxpl oruepa éxel avagepBei povo atnv Tuvnoia, Tn Madépa kat v
lomavia. Ztnv mapovoa epyacia mapouvaidletal n mpwtn Kataypaen tou T. aelleni otnv EANASa. Avo
eVAAIKA apoeviKd dtopa oUAAEXBnKav og ehalwva otnv meptloxn Aotepovota Meooapdg Tou Nopou
HpakAeiou Kpritng, péow mayidwv mapepBoAnc (pitfall traps), katd ta étn 2022 kai 2025. H tavtomnoi-
non empPeBaiwdnke pe cUYKPION TwV SIAYVWOTIKWY HOPPOAOYIKWY XAPAKTHPWY TTIOU TIEPLYPAPOVTAL
0TNV apPXIKNA TTEPLYPAPN TOU €i00UC KABWC Kal O€ UETAYEVECTEPEC TAEIVOUIKEG MEAETEC. TO EUPNUA AUTO
EMEKTEIVEL ONUAVTIKA TNV YVWOTH YEWYPAPIKH KATAVOWN TOU €i00UC TPO¢ TNV avaToAikr Meooyelo Kal
oupBAaAAeL otn Slebpuvon TG Yvwong yla Thv apayvo-rmavida tng EANadac.
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