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Abstract

A history of the women who contributed to research of arachnids
in Britain during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is pre-
sented. Publication trends, notable achievements, and member-
ship of the British Arachnological Society (BAS) and its
Council are all discussed. A checklist of all published work by
female arachnologists in publications of the British Arachnolog-
ical Society from its inception (as the Flatford Mill Spider
Group) in 1958 to the year 2000 is given.
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Introduction

It is well known that, across all fields of science, women
have long been under-represented (Reskin, Koretz & Fran-
cis 1996), underpaid (Momani, Dreher & Williams 2019)
and discriminated against (Gupta 2020). In arachnology,
little to no research has been published to date specifically
addressing this inequality. Even basic historical and bio-
graphical accounts of women in arachnology are sparing,
usually limited to obituaries of outstanding female arach-
nologists who contributed widely to the field (e.g. Deich-
mann 1958; Viana 1978; Marusik & Otto 2008; Prószyński
2008; Harvey 2019).

Whilst co-organizing the symposium in memory of John
A. Murphy (1922–2021) and Michael J. Roberts
(1945–2020), the author felt it important that the contribu-
tions of John’s wife, Frances M. Murphy (1926–1995), were
also emphasized. Frances predeceased John by 25 years but
was, in her own right, an arachnologist of worldwide repute.
This also led the author to investigate the history of other
women in British arachnology, eventually leading to the
impetus to write this article. Significant work must continue
in the present day to ensure women in 21st century arach-
nology have better opportunities and to move closer to
equity in arachnology. This said, the current work should
hopefully demonstrate that we have come a long way since
1951 where only two women were mentioned, briefly and
rather dismissively, in Bristowe’s essay on British arachno-
logical history (Bristowe in Locket & Millidge, 1951)—one
of whom was Miss Muffet!

In this work, the history of women in British arachnology
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is chronicled.

Material and methods

A comprehensive literature review of all periodicals pub-
lished by the British Arachnological Society (BAS) from
1959–2000 was undertaken. All articles, peer-reviewed or

not, that could be determined to be authored or co-authored
by women, were identified and noted. This was then
expanded, by searching the World Spider Catalog (2021) to
locate any potential missing taxonomic references authored
by any of the individual researchers identified in the initial
evaluation. Full membership lists published from
1959–1968 mentioning women in the contexts of Society
membership were consulted. Also considered was data on
appointment of female Area Organisers of the Spider
Recording Scheme in the period 1987–2000. Supplements
to the Newsletter of the British Arachnological Society were
interpreted alongside the Newsletter issues with which they
were dispatched. Two appendices (Appendix 1 and Appen-
dix 2) show a checklist of all publications by women in BAS
publications and a checklist of non-BAS publications by
Frances Murphy, respectively. In all cases of bibliographic
reference, names were recorded as they were found in print.
It was not uncommon to see articles by the same author
where a middle initial is present and others where it is
absent. Other slight differences can relate to instances
where authors published one or more articles using their
first given name and others using their middle name only. In
some cases, surnames changed or varied due to marriage.
The full names of some early female members of the BAS
were not found written in the examined literature, in such
cases their initials and (where applicable) title are given
together for completeness. Unfortunately, more complete
biographical information for some early members (such as,
but not limited to, birth and death dates) was also unable to
be elucidated with the available data.

Results and Discussion

A Victorian trailblazer: Eliza F. Staveley (1831–1903)

The history of female arachnologists in Britain starts
with Eliza Fanny Staveley (1831–1903) who was born in
Kensington, London, and whose life until the 1860s is only
sparingly documented, as outlined by Farr-Cox (2019).
However, it was during the year 1866 that Staveley made
her two important contributions to British arachnology.
First, she authored her book (under the non-explicitly gen-
dered authorship of E. F. Staveley rather than Eliza Fanny
Staveley or Eliza F. Staveley) British Spiders: An Introduc-
tion to the Study of the Araneidae of Great Britain and Ire-
land, which was intended to be a more simplified and
beginner-friendly book inspired by the more technical work
A History of the Spiders of Great Britain and Ireland by
John Blackwall (1790–1881). The illustrations in Staveley
(1866a) were produced by the same illustrator and printer
(the brothers Tuffen West (1823–1891) and William West
(1828–1870), respectively) who produced many of the
plates for the work of Blackwall (1861, 1864). However,
they are not identical, with some of the spiders drawn in dif-
ferent positions. Thus, they likely had been specially com-
missioned for her work. In the same year, Staveley (1866b)
produced another work which was communicated to the
Annals and Magazine of Natural History by the zoologist
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John Edward Gray (1800–1875). In that work, Staveley
(1866b) described discovering teeth on the maxillæ (= ser-
rula) in six species of British spider and illustrated this in
Agelena labyrinthica (Clerck, 1757), a common species of
spider in southern England (Sherwood & Gabriel 2020;
Spider Recording Scheme 2021). Staveley was the first
woman to contribute significantly to arachnology in Britain,
and no comprehensive contributions appear to have been
made by women prior to her work in the 1860s. Indeed,
well-recorded contributions by female arachnologists in

Britain did not reappear for nearly one hundred years after
Staveley’s work. The genus Staveleya Sherwood, 2021 is
named in her honour (Sherwood, 2021).

The passing of the baton: the women of the Flatford Mill
Spider Group and British Spider Study Group

The Flatford Mill Spider Group was formed in 1958 by a
small group of arachnologists interested in collaborating on
the study of British spiders. They often met at the Flatford
Mill field study centre (the origin of their name) and were
initially headed by David Watson Mackie (1902–1984) and
George Hazelwood (Ted) Locket (1900–1991). Whilst its
membership was dominated by men, in the very first
volume of the Bulletin of the Flatford Mill Spider Group,
published in January 1959, Miss Una Dalton is listed as a
member, showing that a female arachnologist was amongst
the group which founded the organization in 1958. Miss
Dalton attended several meetings and events but, by 1960,
was no longer listed as a member. However, in that same
year, Elizabeth Anne Crowson (1928–2006), the notable
Scottish naturalist, joined the group, and soon published
several articles in 1961 (see Appendix 1). She also pub-
lished more widely on British spiders over the coming
decade (e.g. Crowson 1961; Crowson, Crowson & Brock
1996; see also Appendix 1). The following year was
arguably one of the most important in terms of the history of
women in British arachnology because, in October 1962,
Frances Mary Murphy was first listed as a member of the
group; her future contributions to arachnology in the next 33
years are dealt with separately due to their immense signifi-
cance (see below).

Change came for the Flatford Mill Spider Group in 1963
when it was renamed the British Spider Study Group, to
reflect its ever-growing membership across Britain. In April
1965, the fourth woman to join the Society, and the first
during its tenure as the British Spider Study Group, was the
naturalist and gardener Joy O. I. Spoczynska. Shortly after-
wards, in July 1965, a fifth member was admitted: Miss M.
Macarthur. The final woman admitted in 1965 was Mrs E.
S. Cannam.

The year 1966 saw the admission of two more women,
Ann C. Finlay and Miss J. Ridgeway. Finlay later went on
to author one article for the group (see Appendix 1). In the
same year, Frances Murphy also published her first article
(Appendix 1). In 1967, the memberships of Glynis M.
Hassel, Barbara B. Rouse, and Annette M. Kessler started,
and the those of Ann Finlay and Joy Spoczynska came to an
end. Glynis Hassel (née Everett) was one of the individuals
who helped to catalogue the collection of the eminent arach-
nologist Octavius Pickard-Cambridge (1828–1917) at
Oxford University Museum of Natural History during the
late 1950s and early 1960s (Zoë Simmons pers. comm.),
thus making a very important contribution to British arach-
nological research for future generations.

Fig. 1: Frances Mary Murphy (1926–1995) during field work in September
1988. Photo by and courtesy of Rowley Snazell.

Fig. 2: Frances Mary Murphy (1926–1995). A Frances and her husband
John Alan Murphy (1922–2021) during a field meeting on Thursley
Common in August 1968 (photographer unknown, courtesy of
Francis Farr-Cox and Dmitri Logunov); B David Watson Mackie
(1902–1984) and Frances Murphy in conversation during the 1971
BAS annual general meeting at the Leicester Museum (from the
Ted Locket archive at the Manchester Museum, courtesy of Dmitri
Logunov).

A
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The British Spider Study Group was formally renamed,
as a newly registered charity, as the British Arachnological
Society in 1968 and, in this year, Celia Furness joined the
Society. In total, twelve women had joined the Society
under its prior iterations as the Flatford Mill Spider Group
and British Spider Study Group, several of whom contrib-
uted articles (see below; also see Appendix 1) which contin-
ued the legacy left by Eliza F. Staveley during the Victorian
era.

An arachnological pioneer: Frances Mary Murphy
(1926–1995)

Before the history of women in the British Arachnologi-
cal Society during the last three decades of the twentieth
century can be chronicled in more detail, special attention
must be given to Frances Mary Murphy (née Wrangham)
(Figs. 1–2) who had the distinction of being the only woman
to have been involved with, and a member of, all three iter-
ations of what is now the BAS. Frances was on the Council
an Ordinary Member from 1989–1992, the third woman to
be elected (Table 2). Details of her early life and career as a
mathematician were detailed by Jones (1996) and, here, the
focus is instead on her considerable arachnological achieve-
ments. It is perhaps of interest to note briefly that she was a
direct descendent of the politician and slave abolitionist
William Wilberforce (1759–1833) (Jones 1996; Wilberforce
2006).

Frances, with support from her husband John Alan
Murphy (see Fig. 2A), started collecting spiders in the early
1950s (see Smith, 1992) and Frances officially joined the
Flatford Mill Spider Group in 1962 (Table 1; also see
above). Indeed, Frances showed an interest in spiders for
much longer than John, who did not officially join the Soci-
ety, or publish on spiders, until a number of years later. In
her career, Frances produced 44 publications, including two
book (one as senior author, with work completed after her
death by John), nine book reviews, seven articles co-au-
thored with John (one as senior author), two articles as
junior co-author with authors other than John, one as senior
author with a co-author other than John, and 24 sole-au-
thored articles (Appendices 1 and 2). She also generously
assisted other colleagues with her time and experience,
including (but not limited to): providing Eric Duffey (1922–
2019) with observations on the ecology and colouration of
two species of Dolomedes Latreille, 1804 (see Duffey 1995)
and providing Fred Wanless (1940–2017) with both speci-
mens and ecology data for one of his salticid revisions (see
Wanless 1978). Notes by Frances on araneophagy and dis-
cussion of a teratological specimen collected by John and
Frances were cited in Coddington & Levi (1991) and
Kaston (1982), respectively. She also had her photographs
featured in many arachnological publications, including one
of the most important spider identification guides of recent
times (Jocqué & Dippenaar-Schoeman 2006). The Murphys
jointly described three species of spider: Acusilas gentin-
gensis Murphy & Murphy, 1983, A. malaccensis Murphy &

Murphy, 1983, and Portia orientalis Murphy & Murphy,
1983. Of these, A. malaccensis and P. orientalis remain
valid taxa (World Spider Catalog 2022), whereas A. gentin-
gensis is a junior synonym of Acusilas coccineus Simon,
1895 (Schmidt & Scharf 2008). Both books written by
Frances: Keeping Spiders, Insects and other Land Inverte-
brates (Murphy 1980) and An Introduction to the Spiders of
South East Asia (Murphy & Murphy 2000) were reviewed
favourably by other arachnologists (Parker 1980; Platnick
2001; Snazell 2001).

Frances has many arachnids named in her honour: one
matronymic species, fifteen combined honorific species and
two combined honorific genera (Table 3). All combined
honorifics were shared with her beloved husband, who did
much to support her work, whilst also later making impor-
tant contributions to arachnology himself. The aforemen-
tioned taxa clearly show how the wider arachnological
community recognised and celebrated Frances’s achieve-
ments both during and after her life. The sheer number of
general announcements and full obituaries published after
her death well demonstrate how she was held in high esteem
by so many (e.g. Anon. 1995a,b; Dalingwater 1995a,b;
Johnson 1995; Nellist 1995; O’Neil 1995; Jones 1996;
Smith 1996). Frances was remembered fondly for her per-
sonality, kindness to beginners, and razor-sharp wit. At her
funeral, the presiding David Agassiz commented that all
attending remembered “Her strength of character, her out-

Name Society First Year of
Membership

Una Dalton Flatford Mill Spider Group 1958
Elizabeth Anne Crowson Flatford Mill Spider Group 1960
Frances Mary Murphy Flatford Mill Spider Group 1962
Joy O. I. Spoczynska Flatford Mill Spider Group 1965
M. Macarthur British Spider Study Group 1965
E. S. Cannam British Spider Study Group 1965
Ann C. Finlay British Spider Study Group 1966
J. Ridgeway British Spider Study Group 1966
Glynis M. Hassel British Spider Study Group 1967
Annette M. Kessler British Spider Study Group 1967
Barbara B. Rouse British Spider Study Group 1967
Celia Furness British Spider Study Group 1968

Table 1: First twelve women to join prior iterations (Flatford Mill Spider
Group 1958–1962, then British Spider Study Group 1963–1968),
of what eventually became the British Arachnological Society.

Name Role Period of Service
Cynthia Merrett Ordinary Member 1977–1981, 1987–1990
Kate M. Hawkins Ordinary Member

Sales Manager
1986–1989
1989–1996 (exc. half of 1989
and all of 1990)

Frances M. Murphy Ordinary Member 1989–1992
Deborah Procter Ordinary Member

Conservation Officer

1990–1993, 1995–1998,
1999–2006
1999–2006

Isobel Baldwin Ordinary Member 1992–1995
Helen Read Ordinary Member

Secretary
1992–1995, 1996–1997
1997–2002

Table 2: Women appointed Council members and Trustees of the British
Arachnological Society in the 20th century
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spokenness, her cutting remarks and her continual sense of
humour and fun” (Dalingwater 1995a: 4). Frances’s sense of
humour is evident in a quote given by O’Neil (1995: 3):
“Remember, you can identify anything in the field with
absolute certainty, as long as you don't take it home for
checking!”

The Murphys’ spider collection, encompassing more
than 45,000 specimens, is now housed at the Manchester
Museum and is of international importance (Arzuza Buel-
vas 2018). It is already being used in taxonomic works (e.g.
Zonstein 2017) and family catalogues (Sherwood, Logunov
& Gabriel 2022), showing the value of its holdings and
assuring the legacies of Frances and John will continue into
the future.

A mighty few: other women in twentieth century British
arachnology

Whilst Frances Murphy was without doubt the most pro-
lific and well-known female arachnologist in Britain in the
twentieth century, many other women played important
roles, especially within the British Arachnological Society.
For instance, it is important to recognise the contributions of

women who were not arachnologists themselves but
selflessly supported arachnology through their support of
their husbands (often giving their free time to the British
Arachnological Society and its earlier iterations, for activi-
ties such as fieldwork and the typesetting of Society publi-
cations). Gertrude Mackie, Eleanor Parker, Marcene
Crocker, Shelagh Wanless, and Jean Clark all supported
British arachnology during the 1960s and 1970s (and some
into the 1980s) in various ways behind the scenes, no doubt
due to the intense involvement of their respective husbands
in arachnological research. Eleanor (Nan) Parker
(1909–1987) was particularly active in assisting her hus-
band John Rowland Parker (1912–2017) in fieldwork,
attended all the BAS Annual General Meetings during her
lifetime, and accompanied John on at least 27 field courses
(Dalingwater 1987). Collyer (2017: 3) remembered her
“sweeping the trunks of trees with a dustpan and brush!”.

These are just the women who are thanked in print in at
least one in one of the Society’s publications, and it is highly
likely other women also gave time and effort to British
arachnology in similar circumstances but whom are sadly
not recorded in the literature. In the later 20th century, Deb-
orah J. Roberts contributed to arachnology along with her
husband at the time, Michael (Mike) J. Roberts
(1945–2020), authoring several works equally with Mike
(Roberts & Roberts 1985a,b; see also Appendix 1).

Another contribution made to arachnology more indi-
rectly was the packing of BAS publications to be sent to
members by students at the University of Manchester,
including several women, during the time (1987–2004, see
Selden 2018) that John Dalingwater was editor of the News-
letter of the British Arachnological Society. John would
encourage many of his female students to undertake arach-
nological research, through field courses for the University
of Manchester, also mentoring several women who then
later undertook MSc degrees under his supervision (Helen
Read pers. comm.). This included Isobel Howe, Helen
Read, and Jane Carruthers, two of whom later contributed to
the BAS and, more specifically, to the Spider Recording
Scheme (see below). Another important woman from this
period, who started assisting with the mailing of BAS pub-
lications and membership packs in 1986 (and for a remark-
able 31 years thereafter), was Elaine Snazell. Her
contribution to the BAS was instrumental in ensuring that
members got their publications and other membership cor-
respondence on time and was a task shared with her hus-
band, Rowley Snazell.

Cynthia M. Merrett, formerly of the National Museum of
Wales, Cardiff, and 112th President of the Cardiff Natural-
ists’ Society, made history as the first woman elected to the
BAS Council. She served as Ordinary Member from
1977–1981 and again 1987–1991, and contributed numer-
ous articles to the BAS (Appendix 1) and other publications
(e.g. Merrett 1983). Kate M. Hawkins (née Rowland) was
the second woman to be appointed to the Council, in 1986,
and she served in two roles. Kate served as Ordinary
Member (1986–1989), subsequently becoming Sales Man-
ager in 1989 (but holding this latter position as a non-Coun-

Order: Family Taxon

Araneae: Agelenidae Lycosoides murphyorum Bosmans, Lecigne,
Benhalima & Abrous-Kherbouche, 20221

Araneae: Dysderidae Dysdera murphyorum Deeleman-Reinhold,
1988

Araneae: Gnaphosidae Zelotes murphyorum FitzPatrick, 2007
Araneae: Linyphiidae Locketina murphyorum Tanasevitch, 20221

Araneae: Linyphiidae Murphydium Jocqué, 1996

Araneae: Liphistiidae Liphistius murphyorum Platnick & Sedgwick,
1984

Araneae: Lycosidae Alopecosa murphyorum Zamani, Nadolny,
Esyunin & Marusik, 20221

Araneae: Oonopidae Costarina murphyorum Platnick & Berniker,
2014

Araneae: Oonopidae Heteroonops murphyorum Platnick & Dupérré,
2009

Araneae: Oonopidae Pescennina murphyorum Platnick & Dupérré,
2011

Araneae: Oonopidae Stenoonops murphyorum Platnick & Dupérré,
2010

Araneae: Palpimanidae Sceliraptor murphyorum Zonstein & Marusik,
20221

Araneae: Salticidae Aelurillus murphyorum Azarkina, 20221

Araneae: Salticidae Asemonea murphyae Wanless, 1980
Araneae: Salticidae Neaetha murphyorum Prószyński, 20002

Araneae: Theraphosidae Eumenophorus murphyorum Smith, 1990
Araneae: Theraphosidae Murphyarachne Sherwood & Gabriel, 20221

Araneae: Trachelidae Patelloceto murphyorum Pett, 20221

Araneae: Zodariidae Diores murphyorum Jocqué, 1990

Araneae: Zodariidae Mallinella murphyorum Dankittipakul, Jocqué
& Singtripop, 2012

Araneae: Zodariidae Murphydrela francescae Jocqué & Russell-
Smith, 20221

Araneae: Zodariidae Tropizodium murphyorum Dankittipakul,
Jocqué & Singtripop, 2012

Araneae: Zodariidae Zodarion murphyorum Bosmans, 1994
Pseudoscorpiones:
Neobisiidae Roncocreagris murphyorum Judson, 1992

Table 3: Arachnid taxa dedicated to Frances Mary Murphy (1926–1995),
including both matronyms and combined honorifics. Notes:
1 described in this Festschrift; 2 junior synonym of Neaetha ocu-
lata (O. Pickard-Cambridge, 1876) (see Wesołowska & Harten
2010).
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cil member from the second half of 1989 and all of 1990,
returning as a Council member in the same role from 1991–
1996). She also authored several works for both BAS publi-
cations (Appendix 1) and non-BAS publications (Hawkins
1980, 1981), making important contributions to the under-
standing of arachnids within Britain.

Following the founding of the Spider Recording Scheme
in 1987, at least 20 women were involved in some way
during the first 13 years, as recorders and/or as Area Orga-
nizers. At the time of its founding, Frances Murphy was the
first woman to be an Area Organizer, managing Surrey
(VC17) until 1989. In the same year that Frances resigned
(due to ill health), Deborah Procter became the Area Orga-
nizer for Norfolk (VC27 and VC28) a role she continued
with into the new millennium, also becoming the fourth
woman to serve on the Council of the British Arachnologi-
cal Society, including as the Society’s first Conservation
Officer (Table 2). In 1996, she became Area Organizer of a
third vice county, Cambridgeshire (VC29). In 1990, several
women were appointed Area Organizers, including (but not
limited to): Cynthia Merrett managing Monmouthshire
(VC35) and Glamorganshire (VC41), and Isobel Baldwin
who initially managed records for an impressive total of 16
Scottish vice counties (VC72, VC78, VC79, VC80, VC81,
VC82, VC83, VC84, VC85, VC86, VC87, VC88, VC89,
VC90, VC98, VC102). Later, Isobel relinquished some of
these vice counties in 1991, but remained as Area Organizer
for Dumfriesshire (VC72), Peeblesshire (VC78), Selkirk-
shire (VC79), Roxburghshire (VC80), and Berwickshire
(VC81) for many years. In the same year, Isobel had also
been elected to Council as an Ordinary Member (Table 2).
Helen Read became the Area Organizer for Bucking-
hamshire (VC24) in 1991 and shortly thereafter joined the
British Arachnological Society Council in 1992 as Ordinary
Member (Table 2) and, later, was the first female Secretary
of the BAS.

Another important milestone came in 1998. Jennifer
Newton (1937–2013) became Area Organizer for Yorkshire
(VC64 and VC65), a role which she held until 2010. Jen-

nifer was also Area Organizer for North Lancashire (VC60)
from 2003–2013, and Westmorland (VC69) and Cumber-
land (VC70) for an undetermined number of years until
2013. Sadly, the start dates for her appointment as Area
Organizer for these last two Vice Counties is not recorded in
print (pers. obs.) nor is there any other apparent record of
this information (Peter Harvey pers. comm.). She was con-
sidered by others in the Spider Recording Scheme to be an
exemplary Area Organizer (Harvey 2013) and was greatly
involved in and passionate about recording spiders, espe-
cially in Lancashire, Cumbria, and Northumberland. In
addition to some articles published in BAS publications
between 1997–2000 (Appendix 1) and a work produced
outside of the BAS in 2000 (Newton 2000), Jennifer also
later contributed another 11 articles to BAS publications
during the period of 2003–2010. Priestley (2013) provided
an obituary for Jennifer and, amongst many praises, noted:
“she gave so much of her time to promoting conservation
and protecting wildlife and sites.” (Priestley 2013: 5). The
final women to join the Spider Recording Scheme as Area
Organizers in the twentieth century were Heidi Cunning-
ham, as Area Organizer for Berkshire (VC22), and Annette
Binding, as Area Organizer for Lincolnshire (VC53 and
VC54), in the year 2000. Annette remained in her role until
2020, likely making her the longest-serving female Area
Organizer of the Spider Recording Scheme. She did not
publish during the twentieth century but authored 30 articles
in BAS publications between 2004–2017.

During the 1980s and 1990s, other women in the BAS,
namely Ms H. Corrigan and Isobel Howe (who were Spider
Recording Scheme recorders but neither Area Organizers
nor Council members) also contributed articles on spiders to
both BAS publications (Appendix 1) and to other publica-
tions (e.g. Howe & Dalingwater 1983, 1986; Curtis & Cor-
rigan 1990). The aforementioned Area Organizers Isobel
Baldwin, Cynthia Merrett, and Helen Read also published
papers covering spiders in other publications during the
latter two decades twentieth century (e.g. Merrett, 1983;
Wheater & Read 1992; Baldwin 1996; Read, Martin &
Rayner 1998).

British arachnology owes much to all the above-named
women, whose combined efforts in the twentieth century
resulted in thousands of high quality records of British spi-
ders to be entered into the Spider Recording Scheme during
this period. Furthermore, almost all of them contributed
articles to BAS publications (Appendix 1). Many also con-
tinued their contributions into the twenty-first century, pro-
viding additional records to the Spider Recording Scheme,
publishing more articles, and some joining (or continuing
on) the BAS council (see below).

Statistics and Conclusions for the data from 1800–2000

A total of 2311 articles were published in BAS publica-
tions between 1959–2000, of which only 152 (7%) were
authored by women (Fig. 3). Out of the 231 articles pub-
lished in the Bulletin of the Flatford Mill Spider Group and

Fig. 3: Total percentage share of articles authored or co-authored by
women in all British Arachnological Society publications between
the years 1959–2000. A total of 2311 articles were published
during this period, of which 152 were authored or co-authored by
women.
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the Bulletin of the British Spider Study Group, only 12 were
authored by women (see Appendix 1), accounting for just
5.2% of publications (Fig. 4). Women were sole authors or
co-authors of 13.2% of publications in the Bulletin of the
British Arachnological Society during the twentieth century,
the highest percentage (and number of articles) for any BAS
publication (Fig. 5). The Newsletter of the British Arachno-
logical Society, founded in 1971, printed fewer such publi-
cations with only 5.1% being authored or co-authored by
women (Fig. 6). The lowest numbers are in the Spider
Recording Scheme Newsletter, where just 1.8% of publica-
tions were authored or co-authored by women. However,
the Spider Recording Scheme Newsletter is a special case

because this publication was frequently dominated by arti-
cles authored the National Organizer at the respective time
(who would also simultaneously serve as the newsletter’s
editor), all of whom during this period (and up to the present
day) have been men. Nonetheless, the general trend remains
the same across all three publications: conspicuously fewer
of the papers published were by women than by men.

Of the 2311 articles written across all BAS publications
from 1959–2000, 86 were authored solely by one woman
(including short notes and announcements); 61 articles were
co-authored with men only; a mere 5 were co-authored by
at least two women; and only a single article was co-au-
thored solely by women. There was no consistent rising

Fig. 4: Percentage share of articles authored or co-authored by women published in the Bulletin of the Flatford Mill Spider Group and the Bulletin of the British
Spider Study Group per each year within the period 1959–1968. A total of 231 articles were published during this period, of which 12 were authored
or co-authored by women.

Fig. 5: Percentage share of articles authored or co-authored by women published in the Bulletin of the British Arachnological Society each year within the
period 1969–2000. A total of 661 articles were published overall during this period, of which 87 were authored or co-authored by women.
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trend in the proportion of publications authored or co-au-
thored by women from 1959–2000, some years featured no
articles by female arachnologists in certain BAS publica-
tions, whereas some others, e.g. 1978, 1979, and 1993 for
the Bulletin of the British Arachnological Society peaked at
6, 7, and 8, respectively. Indeed, with the exception of 1991
(Fig. 6) no other year from 1959–2000 featured a total
number of articles authored or co-authored by women in
any BAS publication that consisted of a two-digit number.
These statistics take into account female authors of all
nationalities, not just British arachnologists.

The majority of contributions by British women in arach-
nology during the twentieth century related to the distribu-
tion of British spiders or to ecological and biological aspects
of British arachnids generally (but mostly on spiders). Some
important biological and ecological articles on foreign taxa
(again, mostly, but not exclusively, on spiders) were also
contributed by some of these women, especially by Frances
Murphy (Appendices 1–2). Almost all the women detailed
in this contribution published their findings as an aside to
their jobs, either in the academic sector (holding positions
not explicitly dedicated to arachnology), or in non-academic
sectors. This is not unusual, as British arachnology has
foundations established by [male] amateur arachnologists
such as John Blackwall (1790–1881), Octavius Pickard
Cambridge, and John Edward (J. E.) Hull (1863–1960).

The disparities detailed herein are not unique to arach-
nology, nor Britain. These trends probably extend to many,
if not most, other fields of zoology on a global scale. Even
in botany, usually considered to have been more hospitable
to women during the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, there are significant disparities, such as (but certainly
not limited to) the numbers of taxa described by women in
comparison to men worldwide (Linden et al. 2015). That

particular comparison however, in British arachnology, is
strikingly grim, from 1800–2000 only 4 species of spider
were described by British women (all as co-authors): 3 by
Frances Murphy (see above) and the fourth by Grasshoff &
Edmunds (1979), namely Araneus legonensis Grasshoff &
Edmunds, 1979. One further publication describing a new
species featured a female co-author (Merrett, Powell &
Maher 1993) but she did not feature as one of the authors of
the species name.

Contributions by foreign arachnologists to British
Arachnological Society publications

One of the most notable contributors to the Bulletin of the
British Arachnological Society during the 1980s and 1990s
was the renowned Argentinian salticid taxonomist María
Elena Galiano (1928–2000) who authored 12 taxonomic
papers in the journal. She also contributed two articles to the
Newsletter of the British Arachnological Society, including
an important article on the life history of a theraphosid
spider (Galiano 1992). Her life and achievements in
academia are chronicled by Ferraro et al. (2021), also
encompassing the biographies and considerable achieve-
ments of the doyennes of mygalomorph taxonomy in the
20th century: Rita Delia Esther Schiapelli (1906–1976) and
Berta Sofía Gerschman de Pikelín (1905–1977). Schiapelli
and Gerschman de Pikelín travelled to what was then known
as the British Museum of Natural History (now Natural His-
tory Museum, London) in May 1968 to examine historical
type specimens, which enabled their publications during the
1970s to be the best of the time period. Whilst the main
focus of this article is on British women in arachnology, it
was also important when considering the history of arach-
nology in Britain more broadly, to recognise here (albeit

Fig. 6: Percentage share of articles authored or co-authored by women published in the Newsletter of the British Arachnological Society per year within the
period 1971–2000. A total of 1164 articles were published overall during this period, of which 59 were authored or co-authored by women.
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briefly) the contributions of women of other nationalities
like Galiano, Schiapelli, and Gerschman de Pikelín, who
supported British arachnology through their painstaking
taxonomic work on specimens from the BMNH (including
recuration of historical material—an often thankless task
necessary both for specimen preservation and also ease of
reference to the given specimens by future workers) and, in
the case of Galiano, submitting many important articles on
spiders to BAS publications.

Galiano was the most prolific foreign female contributor
to BAS publications during the twentieth century, but not
the only one; many other women from outside of Britain
also contributed important taxonomic, ecological, and
behavioural works on arachnids to BAS publications and
their contributions must also be remembered (see Appendix
1).

Hope for the future

It would be appropriate to make some brief references to
more recent advances, though a comprehensive analysis,
such as that applied here with the twentieth century, was
unfortunately not feasible given the deadlines required of
this work. The last two decades have seen significant
advances for British women in arachnology. First, an addi-
tional 11 women have served/are serving on the BAS Coun-
cil: Imogen Wilde (Ordinary Member 2002–2005 and
2014–2017), Emma M. Shaw (Ordinary Member
2003–2006 and 2008–2011), Jan Beccaloni (Conservation
Officer 2006–2011, Meetings Secretary 2011–present), Sara
L. Goodacre (Ordinary Member 2007–2010), Helen Smith
(Ordinary Member 2008–2011, Vice President 2011–2013
and 2016–2017, President 2013–2016, Conservation Offi-
cer, 2011–2012 and 2017–present), Katty Baird (Ordinary
Member 2014–2015, Membership Officer 2015–2017),
Hilary Grant (Ordinary Member 2017–2020), Leah Fitz-
patrick (Ordinary Member 2021–present), Michelle Reeve
(Ordinary Member 2021–present), Meg Skinner (Ordinary
Member 2021–present), and the author (Ordinary Member
2021–2022, Newsletter Editor 2022–present). Second,
female participation in BAS publications has remained rela-
tively steady (although work still needs to be done to make
the gender balance truly equal). Third, two of the above
women hold prestigious academic postings: Jan Beccaloni
is Senior Curator of Chelicerata at the Natural History
Museum, London and Sara Goodacre is Professor of Evolu-
tionary Biology and Genetics at the University of Notting-
ham, and are internationally recognised experts in their
fields. Fourth, Helen Smith made history as the first female
President and Vice President of the British Arachnological
Society and is a leading figure in the conservation of British
spiders. Fifth, in a continuation of the tradition of women
outside of Britain contributing to BAS publications, Moira
FitzPatrick, a renowned expert on African spiders, is so far
the only arachnologist to ever have an entire issue of the
Bulletin of the British Arachnological Society dedicated to
their singular work (see FitzPatrick 2007).

It is clear that women continue to advance and excel in
arachnology, but women across all branches in science still
face many challenges. It is sincerely hoped that further
progress will be made in the coming years to make arach-
nology more equitable, and that the present work goes some
way to document and celebrate the achievements of women
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Future
research should seek to chronicle the history that will be
made in the twenty first century. There are still some areas
of the 20th century that also should be further explored. For
instance, the field of behavioural ecology was starting to see
an increase in the number of women entering the field in the
1970s and early 1980s and this included the ecologist Bar-
bara C. Robinson, who contributed several important arti-
cles on the behaviour and ecology of spiders, co-authored
with her husband at that time, Michael H. Robinson. Some
of her contributions were published in BAS publications
(Appendix 1) and were thus able to be documented here but
more general information on her life and a complete list of
her published academic works outside of BAS publications
could not be definitively located. No doubt, other British
women contributed to arachnology through non-taxonomic
fields outside of BAS publications – this should be further
explored and celebrated. It would also be informative to see
the methodology herein applied to other countries and
regions to enable a more comprehensive assessment of the
contributions of female arachnologists on a worldwide
scale.
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