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Abstract

We review the development of field guides (in a broad sense) to
British spiders from 1678 to the present day, and note features
which made, or make, them more or less suitable for use in the
field. The review concludes by exploring the future of paper field
guides to this group of organisms in the era of electronic devices.
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Introduction

A book for the identification of animals, birds, flowers,
or other things in their natural environment (OED 2021).

The term ‘field guide’was apparently first coined in 1877
to describe a new flora of the London area (OED 2021).
Despite the definition given above, the true origin of the
field guide predated books; it took the form of dissemination
of knowledge, in the field, from more experienced tutors or
mentors to those who knew less. This tradition continues, of
course, in the form of field studies programmes and identifi-
cation workshops for various groups of organisms as well as
for features of the physical environment, such as landforms.
Here we review the evolution of British literature that
enabled the (mostly) field identification of spiders in this
country. For some material we allow a slight relaxation of
the field guide definition to encompass texts that attempted
to cover, comprehensively, the British spider fauna with
species accounts and illustrations to aid the visual identifi-
cation of specimens, but that were not very portable.
Finally, we discuss the impact of the digital revolution on
field identification, and the future of traditional, printed field
guides.

Historical development of field identification guides

Tractatus … de Araneis (1678)

Martin Lister published his Historiæ Animalium Angliæ
in 1678. Of this three-part work, Tractatus I was devoted to
spiders and, arguably, constitutes the first major contribu-
tion to understanding the biology and classification of this
group in the world; an English translation was provided by
Parker & Harley (1992). As well as many original observa-
tions on spider structures and biology, for example the use
of the male pedipalp to transfer sperm, he attempted to clas-
sify spiders into species and then genera, a hierarchical
system that predated that of Linnaeus by 80 years (Parker &
Harley 1992: xii). Lister’s descriptions of individual species
and their habits and habitats are generally accurate, and he
provided outline drawings of some 30 taxa, some with both
sexes illustrated (Fig. 1). Together, these would have
allowed the accurate identification of some species, e.g.
Agelena labyrinthica (Clerck, 1757) (Agelenidae), and the
tentative naming of other species or species groups. The
book was published in small quarto format (Table 1) and so
might have been manageable in the field. In terms of identi-
fication, Lister’s claim that “it is not easy to find in this
island any new species that I have failed to describe”
(Parker & Harley 1992: 49), after describing 34 species of
spider (and three harvestmen and a mite), meant it was far
from comprehensive.

A History of the Spiders of Great Britain and Ireland
(1861–64)

John Blackwall, the leading arachnologist of his time,
published this monumental work in two volumes. He
described and illustrated 304 species, some of which are
now known to be synonyms. His species descriptions are
comprehensive, and include information on overall sizes of
females (less often males), the number and disposition of
eyes (eye arrangements of spiders can give a clear indica-
tion of family), and extremely detailed accounts of the
colour and morphology of almost every body part. The
beautiful and accurate hand-painted, whole-body illustra-
tions comprise 29 plates, often with additional line drawings
of salient features including eye patterns, sternum shapes,
and other characters useful for identification (Fig. 2). For
many species, ventral views of male palps are shown, but
only very occasionally female epigynes; it has to be remem-
bered that Blackwall was largely restricted to using a hand
lens for identification (Bristowe 1951: 5; Savory 1961: 65).
Favoured habitats and behaviours, e.g. the whirling of a dis-
turbed Pholcus phalangioides (Fuesslin, 1775) (Pholcidae)
in its web, are included in the species accounts. Although
extremely useful for identifying specimens brought in from
the wild, the two volumes were large and heavy (Table 1);
definitely not a field guide in the strict sense.
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British Spiders: an Introduction to the Study of the
Araneidae of Great Britain and Ireland (1866)

Eliza F. Staveley’s book followed hard on the heels of
Blackwall but it seems to have been dismissed by at least
some seasoned arachnologists over the years merely as a
plagiarized and abbreviated version (Bristowe 1951: 14).
Staveley is not mentioned at all by Savory (1961). However,
it was aimed at an entirely different audience to Blackwall:
amateur naturalists (Farr-Cox 2019). Eliza Staveley was the
first British published female arachnologist (Sherwood
2022) and her book was a remarkable achievement, particu-
larly given the misogynistic culture inherent in Victorian
Britain. It continued to be the mainstay for naturalists and
collectors for at least 60 years after publication, when
copies of Blackwall and Pickard-Cambridge (1879–81)
were scarce (Savory 1926: 63), and Farr-Cox (2019) sug-
gests it was not equalled until Jones (1983), almost 120
years after its publication.

The book “being of a popular rather than of a scientific
character” (Staveley 1866: 28) attempted to simplify identi-
fication by using generic characters that, although possibly
not of universal taxonomic validity, did serve to differenti-

ate British species. For example, under the genus Lycosa,
species are grouped according to whether the breastplate
(sternum) is oval or heart-shaped, and for Theridion, the rel-
ative sizes of the eyes. These are characters potentially
observable in the field with the use of a hand lens. In another
innovation, Staveley tabulated the “arrangement of nests,
cocoons and eggs” (Staveley 1866: 269–275), including
information on, for example, whether the cocoon is carried
by the female or not and, if so, how it is carried (attached to
the spinnerets, under the breastplate etc.), its colour and
size, and the colour of the eggs (Fig. 3). She also indicated
species in which the female is usually found with the
cocoon. The first two plates illustrate the eye patterns of
some genera and species (Fig. 3). The other 14 plates depict
a selection of species as hand-coloured line drawings, some
of which resemble Blackwall’s but they are not simply
copies (Farr-Cox 2019). Beside each coloured illustration is
a dorsal outline drawing depicting shape and approximate
life size.

Staveley’s book can arguably be regarded as the first, true
field guide to British spiders. It is small and light (Table 1)
and thus perfectly portable. Identification does not rely on
microscopic examination of genitalia (none of which is
illustrated) but instead on gross appearance, behaviour,
habitats, and egg sacs (cocoons), all of which are observable
in the field. It even has a short chapter on collecting and pre-

Fig. 1: Page from the Parker & Harley (1992) translation of Lister (1678).
Inset at bottom: upper—five species illustrated by Lister; bottom—
the same species painted by Mike Roberts. The species are:
5 Araniella cucurbitina ♀; 6 Larinioides cornutus ♀; 7 Singa
hamata ♀; 8 Araneus quadratus ♂ & ♀. Reproduced with permis-
sion from Parker & Harley (1992) Martin Lister’s English Spiders
1678. Colchester: Harley Books.

Fig. 2: Plate from Blackwall (1861–1864) illustrating the fine, hand-
coloured drawings and details of palps and eyes of some species.
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Fig. 3: Two innovations from Staveley (1866). Left: a side-by-side comparison of head shapes and eyes; right: part of her guide to egg sac (cocoon) colouration
and disposition.

Table 1: Summary of key features of British spider identification guides. Illustration types: = line drawings; = colour plates; = photographs. Iden-
tification aids needed: = hand lens; = microscope. Notes: 1 some now known to be synonyms; 2 includes some species found in northern Europe
but not the UK; 3figures refer to second edition, published in 2020.

Author(s) Publication
date Title

No. of species
covered Weight

(g)
Size
(cm)

Illustration
type

Key/guides
provided

ID aids
neededMacro-

spiders
Linyphi-
idae

Lister 1678 Tractatus … de Araneis 33 1 ? 21 × 16.5 No

Blackwall 1861–1864 A History of the Spiders of Great
Britain and Ireland 1911 1131 2400 36 × 27 No

Staveley 1866
British Spiders: an Introduction to
the Study of the Araneidae of Great
Britain and Ireland

1881 1131 500 19 × 13 Family (eye
pattern) & egg-sac

Locket &
Millidge

1951, 1953,
1974 British Spiders 352 274 1670 21.5 × 14 Family & genera

Jones 1983 The Country Life Guide to Spiders of
Britain and Northern Europe ~2802 ~452 580 19.5 × 12 Family

Roberts 1985–1987 The Spiders of Great Britain and
Ireland 348 267 4000 30 × 22 Family & genera

Jones-Walters 1989 Keys to the Families of British
Spiders n/a n/a 220 24.5 × 17.5 Family

Roberts 1995 Spiders of Britain & Northern Europe ~4102 ~402 600 20 × 13 Family & genera

Bee &
Lewington 2002 A Guide to House and Garden

Spiders 37 3 40 24.5 × 17.5 No

Bee, Oxford &
Smith 2017, 2020 Britain’s Spiders. A Field Guide3 393 11 1120 21.5 × 15.5 Family, genera,

web & egg-sac
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serving spiders for newcomers to the subject. In these
respects, it pioneered aspects of identification in nature that
have echoes in all subsequent field guides.

British Spiders (vols. 1 & 2 1951–1953; vol. 3 1974)

In the preface of Ted Locket and Frank Millidge’s book,
they stated that, by the middle of the twentieth century, the
number of spider species known from Britain had practi-
cally doubled since the publication of Blackwall’s AHistory
of the Spiders of Great Britain and Ireland (1861–64).
Much of this increase in knowledge and the consequent
identification of new species was achieved by reference to
works on European spiders; there was a serious need for a
work on British spiders that included all the new species
identified since Blackwall. Volumes 1 and 2 of British Spi-
ders became the go-to reference for microscopic identifica-
tion of spiders in Britain and included thorough species
accounts describing the appearance of the different body
parts (carapace, eyes, abdomen, sternum, and legs), useful
habitat information and detailed drawings of the female
epigyne and male pedipalps. In 1974, a third volume, coau-
thored by Peter Merrett, focussed primarily on distribution
maps for all British species. This addition to the title

enhanced its use by giving indications of where in Britain
particular species were likely to be found. The fact that
identification mostly involved microscopic examination,
and that only very few whole-body illustrations of species,
as black and white drawings, were provided, meant any use
in the field was extremely limited.

The Country Life Guide to Spiders of Britain and Northern
Europe (1983)

Dick Jones’s book was the first to provide photographic
identification of the majority of British macro-spiders.
Species were included “which can be recognized and iden-
tified by shape and markings” (Jones 1983: 39). Only 47
species of micro-spiders (Linyphiidae) were considered,
based on these criteria. The book also covers 25 species of
harvestmen (Opiliones). The majority of species are illus-
trated with Jones’s own photographs taken against natural
backgrounds, which are still seen as excellent, even in the
era of digital macrophotography. All species have short
accounts describing size, key characteristics, habitats and
distributions (Fig. 4). The introduction covers basic spider
biology and leads on to sections on finding spiders and the
equipment and methods used. A four-page, line-illustrated

Fig. 4: Double-page spread from Jones (1983): the first photographic guide to British spiders.
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key to spider families describes the main characteristics of
each including overall shape, and where relevant, face
shapes, eye patterns, web types, and spinneret arrange-
ments.

This small, easily carried book (Table 1) was an impor-
tant game changer in British arachnology and, as mentioned
above, was, in its scope and intentions, really the successor
to Staveley’s book from twelve decades earlier. Its popular-
ity is attested by the publication of a second, revised edition
published by Hamlyn in 1989 (Jones 1989).

The Spiders of Great Britain and Ireland (1985–1987)

Published by Harley Books in three volumes, this prodi-
gious work by Mike Roberts was hailed as the modern
Blackwall and gave arachnologists the wherewithal to iden-
tify all the spider species known in Britain at the time. Vol-
umes 1 and 2 contain very brief species accounts and highly
detailed illustrations of female epigynes and male palpal
organs enabling, through microscopic examination, identifi-
cation to species level. Volume 3 contains full colour plates
of 307 species representing all the spider families known in
Britain. The images are enlarged to aid identification, and

sometimes show both sexes of the same species. However,
it is in no way a field guide; the three volumes are large and,
collectively, heavy (Table 1). This, together with the need
for a microscope, makes any use in the field impracticable.

Keys to the Families of British Spiders (1989)

This title, written by Lawrence Jones-Walters and pub-
lished by the Field Studies Council in their AIDGAP series,
contains two spider family identification keys. The first is a
traditional dichotomous key and is best used when observ-
ing a spider under microscopic magnification. The second
key is a tabular illustrated guide and, as the information on
the rear cover of the book stated “includes a range of
behavioural and ecological characters, and should enable
beginners to put a name to spiders in the field”. It should say
‘put a name to spider families’ but, nevertheless, the fact
that this tabular key has column headings which include fea-
tures observable and helpful for identification in the field,
places this work directly in the field guide genre.

Spiders of Britain and Northern Europe (1995)

Ten years after the publication of Mike Roberts’s com-
prehensive three-volume work on the British spider fauna
The Spiders of Great Britain and Ireland (1985–1987),
HarperCollins published a scaled-down version in their
Collins Field Guide series. In his Preface, Mike maintained
that “This guide, for the first time, allows colour illustra-
tions, and illustrations of epigynes and male palpal organs,
to be taken out and used in the field. When used in conjunc-
tion with a small field microscope and a ‘spi-pot’, spiders
become as accessible in the field as any other group of
plants or animals” (Roberts 1995: 7). This could conceiv-
ably be true if the budding field naturalist was willing and
able to purchase a field microscope. Illustrations of how to
make a spi-pot (a simply made restraining device for exam-
ining live spiders), and of a field microscope and spi-pot in
use, are included in a section on Identifying Spiders in the
Field. However, using this equipment in the field to try to
match genitalia of live spiders with those illustrated in the
book is fraught with difficulty. The pedipalps and epigynes
in the book are drawn from alcohol-preserved material,
which can give them a subtly different appearance to those
in live specimens. If the book were to be truly regarded as a
field guide, then the genitalia should have been illustrated
from spi-pot viewed, live material. Even then, orientating
male palps to exactly the correct viewing angle is extremely
difficult. The book includes sections on egg-sacs and webs,
each illustrated by black and white drawings. However,
webs or egg-sacs are not grouped together according to sim-
ilar features and as such there is no attempt to provide a log-
ical guide to these examples of spider activity that could be
of use in the field.

The 32 colour plates each contain illustrations of up to
nine different spider species (Fig. 5); redrawn and reduced
versions of those included in Vol. 3 of The Spiders of Great

Fig. 5: Plate from Roberts (1995) showing the intricate, interdigitating
paintings. Reproduced with permission from Roberts (1995)
Collins Field Guide to Spiders of Britain and Northern Europe.
London: HarperCollins.



L. Bee, G. S. Oxford & H. Smith 163

Britain and Ireland (1985–87). The plates are positioned
centrally within the book and therefore cross referencing
between a species account and an illustration is not ideal,
particularly in the field.

The Collins Field Guide provided a cheaper and more
accessible source of genitalia illustrations than Roberts’s
previous three volume work and made the book an incredi-
bly useful and easily handled reference for those learning to
identify spiders using a microscope. The book has never
practically been regarded as useful away from the desk; as
many owners have testified: it is in no way a field guide!

A Guide to House and Garden Spiders (2002)

This chart was published by the Field Studies Council as
part of their very successful series of Wildlife Fold-out
Guides.Written by Lawrence Bee and beautifully illustrated
on one side with colour paintings by Richard Lewington,
the reverse has brief details of the featured spiders including
similar information to that given in the tabular key of Keys
to the Families of British Spiders (above). The emphasis is
on features that can be observed in the field along with indi-
cations of habitat preferences. However, only 40 species are
included (Table 1). It was intended as a guide to commonly

encountered species around the house and garden, and to
encourage a deeper interest in spiders.

Britain’s Spiders. A Field Guide (2017, second edn 2020)

Early in the 21st century, a new series of field guides to
groups of British wildlife appeared. WILDGuides, as they
were known, used high resolution digital images to illustrate
organisms, highlighting features discernible in the field. In
2017, Britain’s Spiders, written by Lawrence Bee, Geoff
Oxford, and Helen Smith, was published in this series. It
followed the style of the existing WILDGuides titles and
covered all the non-linyphiid spiders found in Britain. As
with Dick Jones’s book, the majority of the linyphiids were
excluded because most of them are tiny and generally dark
in colour. Any attempt to recognise them to species or even
genus level in the field by referring to photographic images,
however good, would be impossible. The book was
designed to be taken into the field and used in conjunction
with a 10× hand lens and a spi-pot.

All species included in the book have their own accounts
and are accompanied by dorsal images on natural back-
grounds, with close-up details of characters providing valu-
able field features. The accounts feature descriptions of the

Fig. 6: Two pages from Bee, Oxford & Smith (2020). Left: part of the tapered key to spider families; right: a typical species account. Reproduced with per-
mission from: Bee, Oxford & Smith (2020) Britain’s Spiders. A Field Guide, second edition. WILDGuides: Princeton: Princeton University Press.
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carapace, abdomen, and legs, with brief remarks on habitat
and UK distribution, together with a distribution map, phe-
nology and conservation status information. The first part of
the book encompasses a comprehensive introduction to
Britain’s spiders, including their biology and relationship
with people. Information on finding, collecting and examin-
ing live spiders for identification is followed by structured
photographic guides to spider families and genera, webs,
and egg sacs. The main bulk of the book comprises the
species accounts (Fig. 6). Later sections include information
on working in the field, recording spiders and conservation
status evaluation, together with an annotated checklist of the
entire British spider fauna.

One of the main issues in using a guide of this kind in the
field is the tendency to misidentify by attempting simply to
match the species with the image. In the species accounts
and the introductory section, the similarity of many spiders
in the same genus is repeatedly stressed and the requirement
for microscopic examination to confirm many species is
highlighted throughout the text. An important feature of
these accounts is the presence of icons indicating the feasi-
bility of identifying a spider in the field. Icons showing an
eye or a hand lens suggest field identification is possible
whereas a microscope indicates that microscopic examina-
tion is required to confirm identification.

The comprehensively revised second edition of Britain’s
Spiders (2020) includes accounts for nine species recorded
in Britain since the publication of the first edition, and a new
section on accidental imports. Its main innovation, devel-
oped in collaboration with Rob Still from the WILDGuides
team, was a much more tapered guide to the identification
of a captive specimen (Fig. 6). This progresses from simple
picture matching for a number of very common and obvious
species/groups, through a brief guide to families emphasis-
ing, in particular, body shapes, relative leg lengths and eye
patterns. It continues with a more detailed guide to families
using the number and relative shapes and sizes of eyes, in
conjunction with abdomen shape and patterning and legs.
Its final section covers families in more detail, with number
of species, carapace as well as abdomen characteristics, fea-
tures of the included genera and indications of similar fam-
ilies which could cause confusion. The aim was to allow
readers of different experiences to dip into the guide at a
level appropriate to them and eventually to be directed to
the correct family/genus in the species accounts.

Each of the publications discussed here has different
characteristics and intentions, which make (or made) them
more or less practicable as true field guides. Some of these
features are mentioned under the various titles above and
are compared in Table 1.

Beyond paper

What of the future of field guides? While the new
WILDGuides book may come closest to the field guide defi-
nition for spiders in Britain to date, the future of printed
guides is challenged by the increasing range and sophistica-
tion of identification aids made possible by smart phones,
tablets and similar devices.

Like others in the WILDGuides series, Britain’s Spiders
has been available as an eBook (press.princeton.edu/books/
ebook/9780691211800/britains-spiders) from first publica-
tion, making it much more portable for field use. Beyond the
book format, many websites offer galleries of photographs
of spiders that can assist with identification. Although the
standard of photography is high, very few of these sites
offer identification guidance or other information about the
spiders. It is impossible for inexperienced users to evaluate
the reliability of the identifications presented, and few sites
attempt to offer anything like comprehensive coverage of
the British spider fauna. The best of these galleries are from
continental European authors. Some include photographs
and/or drawings of the critical features of the genitalia, and
have become important identification reference works
(e.g. arachno.piwigo.com), but these features place them
outside our definition of a field guide.

Amore important development has been of identification
apps, which offer much greater functionality and flexibility
of use, and are growing rapidly in range and popularity.
Many are free and easily downloaded. They potentially
allow rapid navigation between all the elements available in
a traditional field guide and, for some taxa, can include
additional identification pointers, such as sound recordings.
Perhaps the most comprehensive current example of a
spider identification app is Spidentify, which, to date, covers
over 280 Australian species (identify-spiders.com). This
provides all the features of a field guide with added ease of
navigation, including step-by-step guidance through the
process of identifying an unknown spider, eventually pro-
viding a list of best matching species. Detailed information
is given for each species along with pop-up glossary access,
browsing by categories such as families and habitats, and
supplementary content including spider biology and myth-
busting. For British spiders, this approach is still in its
infancy, with the Society of Biology’s extremely basic
Spider in da House app (apps.apple.com/gb/app/spider-in-da-
house/id680780793) helping users to identify 14 of the com-
monest synanthropic species.

Increasingly, apps including field identification guidance
and access to expert opinion for verification, are linked to
recording schemes. This not only provides help with field
identification but also enables the capture of reliably identi-
fied species records. The user can be further rewarded with
feedback of up to date information on records in their area.
In the UK, for example, iRecord (brc.ac.uk/irecord/), run by
the Biological Records Centre as part of the work of the UK
Centre for Ecology & Hydrology, fulfils this identification
and data capture role for many species groups. It has yet to
be linked to the national Spider Recording Scheme (srs.bri-
tishspiders.org.uk/) although it does capture many casual
spider records.

Perhaps pushing even further the boundaries of what can
be described as a field guide, the internet can deliver almost
instant access to expert identification guidance in the field
via social media groups such as Twitter (e.g. @britishspi-
ders), and Facebook (e.g. the British Spider Identification
Group @BritishSpiderIdentification). These instant access
platforms, in some sense, hark back to the pre-book era of
knowledge exchange mentioned in the Introduction. How-
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ever, they clearly depend on the availability of experts to
answer questions, and on users needing to evaluate which
experts are reliable. Since they often have little basis for
making this judgement, it can present significant quality
control issues for records derived in this way.

Image recognition software, based on AI-powered tech-
nology that uses a smartphone camera and deep machine
learning, is a more recent dimension to field identification
methods. The Google Lens app (en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Google_Lens), still in its infancy, provides a generic exam-
ple. By comparing photographs of specimens with exten-
sive online image libraries, it is already able to make
accurate suggestions for many distinctive spider species.
Users are referred to theWikipedia page for the species sug-
gested, giving some scope for further evaluating the identi-
fication. Google Lens and similar generic apps are currently
limited by a dependence on the sometimes-erroneously
identified spider images online, and still require consider-
able refinement to distinguish species with similar shapes
and patterns. However, such limitations can be overcome by
apps dedicated to specific taxonomic groups and based only
on images that have been reliably identified.

The Merlin app (merlin.allaboutbirds.org/) developed by
the Cornell Lab of Ornithology already provides sophisti-
cated image recognition for bird identification for much of
the world. It uses verified, community contributed photo-
graphs backed-up by range maps based on the billions of
observations contributed to the eBird recording scheme
(ebird.org). Birds are a relatively easily identified group
with huge distributional datasets, but similar apps are never-
theless likely to have a significant future role in spider iden-
tification. The use of AI learning raises the, perhaps
disconcerting, possibility that these apps may eventually
utilise features not detected by the human eye to distinguish
between species.

Just as with traditional printed field guides, all develop-
ments based on field identification from photographs suffer
the major limitation that many spider species cannot be reli-
ably distinguished without microscopic examination of the
genitalia. Again, though, technology may offer solutions.
For some species at least, advances in macrophotography of
live specimens have opened up the possibility of using these
features for field identification guidance, both printed and
digital; perhaps, ironically, returning us to a model akin to
Mike Roberts’s Collins Field Guide.

While all of these technological changes are a growing
part of the armoury for identifying spiders in the field,
printed field guides, like books more generally, currently
enjoy a healthy market (Andy Swash, pers. comm.).
Although there is some evidence of collecting series publi-
cations, such as WILDGuides (press.princeton.edu/series/
wildguides) for the lifestyle pleasure of a bookshelf of
matching spines, the buoyancy of book sales is clearly much
greater than can be explained by this alone. Children’s liter-
ature is currently the most flourishing part of the general
book market (e.g. see statista.com/statistics/305663/book-
sales-revenue-from-children-s-books-in-the-uk), suggesting
an enduring love of books. While the future of field identifi-
cation guidance is likely to look very different, for the time

being at least, traditional field guides seem likely to retain
their place in an increasingly diverse market.
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