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Ninetis subtilissima Simon, 1890 (Araneae:
Pholcidae): Redescription and SEM Ultrastructure

BERNHARD A. HUBER1 AND ANTONIUS VAN HARTEN2

ABSTRACT

Ninetis subtilissima Simon, 1890 is redescribed and some data on SEM ultrastructure are
presented based on specimens collected near the type locality in Yemen.

1 Division of Invertebrate Zoology, American Museum of Natural History.
2 General Department of Plant Protection, P.O. Box 26, San’a, Republic of Yemen.

INTRODUCTION

When Simon (1893) proposed his epochal
new classification of spiders, he recognized
two subfamilies in the family Pholcidae:
Pholcinae, with then 20 genera and about 70
species distributed all over the world; and
Ninetinae, represented by a single species
from Yemen, that is, Ninetis subtilissima Si-
mon, 1890. Since then, several additional ni-
netine genera have been described, but the
type species of the nominotypical genus has
never been redescribed. In the most recent
treatment of the subfamily (Huber, 2000),
only the female of N. subtilissima was re-
described because Simon’s material in the
Museum National d’Histoire Naturelle in
Paris includes no male specimen. In 1999

and 2000, one of us (AvH) collected several
Ninetis specimens in Yemen, only about 60
km from the type locality of N. subtilissima.
Even though this material differs in certain
ways from Simon’s figures of the male and
from the females in the Paris museum (see
below), we tentatively redescribe it here as
N. subtilissima. Further collecting in Yemen
is needed to test our assumption of conspe-
cificity.

METHODS

Methods are as in Huber (2000). Measure-
ments are in millimeters unless noted other-
wise. Drawings were done with a camera lu-
cida on a compound microscope (Wild).
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Figs. 1, 2. Ninetis subtilissima Simon. 1. Male 2. Female. Photos courtesy of B. Thaler-Knoflach.

SEM photos were made on a Hitachi S-4700
cold-emission SEM.

TAXONOMY

Ninetis subtilissima Simon, 1890
Figures 1–28

Ninetis subtilissima Simon, 1890: 96. – Simon,
1893: 486–487, figs. 487–489. – Fage, 1912:
figs. 3a (copied from Simon, 1893), 134. – Bris-
towe, 1938: 310, figs. 2, 7 (copied from Fage,
1912, and Simon, 1893). – Huber, 2000: 82,
figs. 310–314.

TYPES: About four to five adult female and
several juvenile syntypes from Al’Adan,
Yemen; no date (E. Simon), in MNHN
(10788); with Simon’s handwritten label
‘‘10788 Ninet. subtilissima E.S. Aden!’’, ex-
amined (see redescription of this material in
Huber, 2000).

DIAGNOSIS: This species is easily distin-
guished from the two known congeners (N.
minuta (Berland) and N. namibiae Huber) by
the short, pointed procursus and the shapes
of the bulbal projections, the shape of the
male cheliceral apophyses, and the shape of
the epigynum (fig. 29).

MALE (Ja’ar): Total length 0.9; carapace
width 0.45. Leg 1: 2.28 (0.61 1 0.16 1 0.57
1 0.60 1 0.33), tibia 2: 0.47, tibia 3: 0.37,
tibia 4: 0.67; tibia 1 l/d: 9.5. Habitus as in
figs. 1 and 2 (see also drawings of the very
similar N. minuta in Huber, 2000: figs. 315–
318). Prosoma and legs ochre yellow; opis-
thosoma gray, with white mark above spin-
nerets and very indistinct darker spots dor-
sally. Carapace without thoracic furrow (cf.

female: fig. 9). Eye pattern as in female (cf.
fig. 9); diameter (in mm; 6 3 mm) AME 30,
ALE 65, PME 50, PLE 60; distance PME-
PME 50, PME-ALE 30. Chelicerae as in fig-
ures 5 and 6, with pair of apophyses frontally
and very fine stridulatory ridges laterally
(fig. 11); cheliceral laminae as in female (cf.
fig. 10); cheliceral glands open through pores
at slightly modified fields close to tips of
fangs (figs. 12, 13). Sternum with small
humps near bases of coxae 1. Palps as figures
3 and 4, with simple procursus that is pointed
distally, and genital bulb with two processes:
embolus dorsally and pointed (slightly
hooked) apophysis ventrally; palpal tarsal or-
gan capsulate with small orifice (fig. 15).
Legs without spines, without curved hairs,
with very few short vertical hairs; ‘‘normal’’
mechanoreceptive hairs of variable shape
(e.g., figs. 24, 25); three trichobothria on tib-
iae, one on metatarsi; trichobothria with sim-
ple capsulate basis (fig. 27); retrolateral tri-
chobothrium on tibia 1 at 58%; tarsus 1 ap-
parently with 5 pseudosegments, barely vis-
ible as slightly darker rings in light
microscope, but not discernible in SEM (figs.
25, 26). Three tarsal claws: superior claws
with about 12 teeth, inferior claw with two
teeth (fig. 28). Opisthosoma globular, with
long hair dorsally. Three pairs of spinnerets,
colulus possibly represented by modified
area between ALS (fig. 19); ALS with one
widened, one pointed, and several cylindri-
cally shaped spigots (figs. 16, 17); PMS with
one pair of cylindrically shaped spigots (fig.
18); PLS without spigots. Anal tubercle with
multibranched hairs (fig. 22).
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Figs. 3–8. Ninetis subtilissima Simon. 3. Left male palp, prolateral view. 4. Left male palp, retro-
lateral view. 5. Male chelicerae, frontal view. 6. Male chelicerae, lateral view. 7. Epigynum, ventral
view. 8. Epigynum, dorsal view.

FEMALE (Ja’ar): In general very similar to
male. Carapace width 0.48; tibia 1: 0.60. Pal-
pal tarsal organ as in figure 14. Tip of palp
with strong spine (fig. 20). Epigynum con-
sisting of posterior plate and large frontal
plate with median pocket opening posteriorly
(figs. 7, 21, 23); dorsal view as in figure 8.

See Huber (2000) for redescription of female
syntypes.

BIOLOGY: The specimens from Ja’ar were
shaken out of old Sudan grass plants in a
garden within the town. The spiders ran rap-
idly when disturbed and built flimsy webs
when kept in glass tubes.
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Figs. 9–15. Ninetis subtilissima Simon. 9. Female prosoma, frontal view. 10. Female cheliceral
laminae, frontal view. 11. Stridulatory files on male chelicera. 12. Location of cheliceral gland openings
(arrow) near tip of fang. 13. Detail of fig. 12, showing two pores. 14. Female palpal tarsal organ (TO).
15. Male palpal tarsal organ (TO).
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Figs. 16–23. Ninetis subtilissima Simon. 16, 17. Male ALS showing widened (W), pointed (P), and
cylindrically shaped (C) spigots. 18. Male PMS, showing two spigots (arrows). 19. Putative remnant of
colulus (arrow) and sensillum between ALS. 20. Tip of female palp. 21. Female opisthosoma, showing
epigynum and spinnerets (arrow points to pocket). 22. Hairs on anal tubercle. 23. Pocket on epigynum,
posterior view.
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Figs. 24–28. Ninetis subtilissima Simon. 24. Hairs on tibiae (female tibia 2). 25. Hairs on tarsi
(female tarsus 2). 26. Female tarsus 2 (note the apparent absence of pseudosegments). 27. Trichoboth-
rium base (female palpal tibia). 28. Tarsal claws (female tarsus 1).

MATERIAL EXAMINED: YEMEN: Al’Adan:
Syntypes above. Ja’ar: 1 ? 2 /, July 11,
1999 (A. van Harten), in American Museum
of Natural History (AMNH); same locality
and collector, May 15, 2000, 2 ? 17 /, tem-
porarily in collection of first author (even-
tually in AMNH).

NOTES: In contrast to the two known con-
geners (N. minuta (Berland) and N. namibiae
Huber), but in agreement with most other ni-

netines, N. subtilissima has stridulatory ridg-
es on the male chelicerae. However, the stri-
ation is extremely fine and difficult to see in
light microscopy, and scanning electron mi-
crographs of chelicerae of the other two spe-
cies have not been made.

The figures herein differ in some respects
from Simon’s (1893) figures of the males and
from Huber’s (2000) figures of the epigyn-
um. Most notably, the long bulbal apophysis
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Fig. 29. Ninetis spp., diagnostic characters.
Upper row: Left procursi and bulbs, retrolateral
views. Middle row: Epigyna, dorsal views. Low-
er row: Chelicerae, lateral views. Illustrations in
each row drawn to same scale. Drawings of N.
minuta and N. namibiae copied from Huber
(2000).

is strongly curved in Simon’s fig. 488, while
it is almost straight in the new material. Also,
the male cheliceral apophyses seem more
slender in Simon’s fig. 489. In general, how-

ever, Simon’s illustrations are not reliable
tools for species identification. The differ-
ences between the epigyna of the females
from Ja’ar and the female syntypes are min-
imal and within the usual range of intraspe-
cific variation. Therefore, we provisionally
interpret the differences as resulting from ei-
ther misdrawing or intraspecific variation, or
from both.
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