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Lycosidae: the grassland spiders 
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Abstract: The hypothesis is formulated that the Lycosidae co-evolved with grassland and dispersed with the 
expansion of this type of habitat. Arguments that sustain this view are the abundance of Lycosidae in open 
habitats with low vegetation and their relative rareness in dense forest, the lack of typical hunter adaptations 
to achieve grip on smooth surfaces and the fact that the family is only known in the fossil record from the 
Miocene onwards, which is in synchronization with the spreading of grassland. 
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Introduction 

Lycosidae or wolf spiders are a clearly delimited and well defined spider family both on somatic 
and behavioural characteristics. They have a unique eye pattern and a typical egg sac and spider-
lings carrying behaviour. However, their systematics are particularly problematic because of the 
often faint distinctions between the different taxa, on specific as well as generic level. It has been 
suggested (Alderweireldt, Jocqué 1992, Wunderlich 2004) that Lycosidae are a family of recent 
evolutionary origin. Taxonomic revisions have in several cases been problematic as confronted 
with particular difficulties in species and genus delimitations and diagnoses (e.g. Alderweireldt 
1996, 1999, Alderweireldt, Jocqué 1992, 2005). From these studies ample indications are found 
that at least certain groups of Lycosidae apparently demonstrate recent speciation processes. 

But apart from these indications resulting from the taxonomic approach, no data have been 
put forward to support this opinion. The present paper is the first one that gathers a series of argu-
ments to defend the recent origin of the family mainly based on the indications that Lycosidae are 
particularly well adapted to grassland habitats. It is hypothesised that Lycosidae have co-evolved 
with that type of vegetation. 

Habitat preferences

The idea of promoting Lycosidae to the “grassland spiders” par excellence comes mainly from our 
experience with soil dwelling spiders in tropical as well as temperate habitats. Especially during 
field work in tropical Africa, some striking observations were made that asked for explanation. 
An example:

During our sampling campaigns (Jocqué et al. 2005) in the frame of a forest rehabilitation 
project in Ivory Coast (West Africa), we were confronted with the fact that Lycosidae, despite 
being a very widespread and very speciose spider family in Africa, are particularly scarce to even 
absent in dense (primary) forest. We were at first looking for a representative of the Lycosidae as 
indicator species in monitoring for several reasons. Many Lycosidae are diurnal and very active 
and therefore easy to spot and observe. As the females carry the egg sacs attached to the spin-




