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SECTION THREE
DESCRIPTION

Although usually classed as one of the four basic forms of
prose, description is used nearly always as a supporting device
of one of the other three. The purpose of description is to
recreate in the mind of the reader a place, a scene, an object
or a person the writer has seen.In simulating direct experience,
description makes frequent appeals to one or more of the five
senses: hearing, sight, smell, taste, and touch. Thus, the basic
strategy behind all descriptive techniques is a preference for con-
crete language. In a description, generalizations are avoided
except where they are needed to make the point clear.

In its extreme forms, description is either objective or
subjective. Objective description attempts to represent things as -
they actually are, as in the report of a scientist. Writers striving °
for objectivity exclude their own feelings about their subject;
they stay detached, personally uninvolved. Subjective descrip-
tion is quite different. The subjective writer reports his or her
view of the subject and includes personal feelings and opinions.

However, objective and subjective description will often over-
lap. The most detached and scientific observer cannot totally
repress his own feelings; and the most subjective writer suggests
something about the objective reality of what he describes.
Most actual description makes use of both.

As far as the subject matter is concerned, the two basic types
of description are the scenic description and the character
sketch. A scenic description might move from near to far or

from far to near, from left to right or from right to left. It

might also start with a broad, overall view, gradually narrowing
to a focal point, probably the most significant feature of the




scene. A character sketch describes not only the physical
appearance but also the personality. All characters can be di-
vided into -either types or individuals. Types possess only a
single trait; individuals have a number of traits, a complexity
that is closer to real life than the single dimension of the type.
The eight selections presented in this section illustrate
objective and subjective description of places and scenes, of
types and individuals. Just as hearing good models of speech

helps us to speak, reading good models of writing helps us to

write.
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Unit One
THE SPIDER AND THE WASP
by Alexander Petrunkevitch

In the feeding and safeguarding of their progeny insects and
spiders exhibit some interesting analogies to reasoning and
some crass examples of blind instinct. The case 1 propose to

- describe here is that of the tarantula spiders and their
archenemy, the digger wasps of genus Pepsis. It is a classic
example of what looks like intelligence pitted against
instinct — a strange situation in which the victim, though fully
able to defend itself, submits unwittingly to its destruction.

Most tarantulas live in the tropics, but several species occur
in the temperate zone and a few are common in the southern U.
S.Some varieties are large and have powerful fangs with which
they can inflict a deep wound. These formidable looking spiders
do not, however, attack man; you can hold one in your hand, if
you are gentle, without being bitten. Their bite is dangerous
only to insects and small mammals such as mice; for man it is
no worse than a hornet’s sting.

Tarantulas customarily live in deep cylindrical burrows,
from which they emerge at dusk and into which they retire at
dawn. Mature males wander about after dark in search of fe-
males and occasionally stray into houses. After mating, the male
dies in a few weeks, but a female lives much longer and can
mate several years in succession.In a Paris museum is a tropical
specimen which is said to have been living in captivity for
twenty—five years. '

A fertilized female tarantula lays from 200 to 400 eggs at a
time; thus it is possible for a single tarantula to produce several
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thousand young. She takes no care of them beyond weaving a
cocoon of silk to enclose the eggs. After they hatch, the young
walk away, find convenient places in which to dig their burrows
and spend the rest of their lives in solitude. The eyesight of
tarantulas is poor, being limited to a sensing of change in the
intensity of light and to the perception of moving objects. They
apparently have little or no sense of hearing, for a hungry
tarantula will pay no attention to a loudly chirping cricket
placed in its cage unless the insect happens to touch one of its
legs.

But all spiders, and especially hairy ones, have an extremely
delicate sense of touch. Laboratory experiments prove that
tarantulas can distinguish three types of touch: pressure against
the body wall, stroking of the body hair, and riffling of certain
very fine hairs on the legs called trichobothria. Pressure against
the body, by the finger or the end of a pencil, causes the
tarantula to move off slowly for a short distance. The touch
excites no defensive response unless the approach is from
above, where the spider can see the motion, in which case it
rises on its hind legs, lifts its front legs, opens its fangs and
holds this threatening posture as long as the object continues to
move.

The entire body of a tarantula, especially its legs, is thickly
clothed with hair. Some of it is short and wooly, some long and
-stiff. Touching this body hair produces one of two distinct reac-
tions. When the spider is hungry, it responds with an immediate
and swift attack. At the touch of a cricket’ s antennae the
tarantula seizes the insect so swiftly that a motion picture taken
at the rate of sixty—four frames per second shows only the
result and not the process of capture.But when the spider is not
hungry, the stimulation of its hairs merely causes it to shake the
touched limb. An insect -can walk under its hairy belly



unharmed.

The trichobothria, very fine hairs growing from disklike
membranes on the legs, are sensitive only to air movement. A
light breeze makes them vibrate slowly, without disturbing the
common hair. When one blows gently on the trichobothria, the
tarantula reacts with a quick jerk of its four front legs. If the
front and hind legs are stimulated at the same time, the spider
makes a sudden jump. This reaction is quite independent of the
state of its appetite.

These three tactile responses — to pressure on the body wall,
to moving of the common hair, and to flexing of the
trichobothria — are so different from one another that there is
no possibility of confusing them. They serve the tarantula
adequately for most of its needs and enable it to avoid most
annoyances and dangers. But they fail the spider completely
when it meets its deadly enemy, the digger wasp Pepsis.

These solitary wasps are beautiful and formidable creatures.
Most species are either a deep shiny blue all over, or deep blue
with rusty wings. The largest have a wing span of about four
inches. They live on nectar. When excited, ihey, give off a

pungent odor — a warning that they are ready to attack. The

sting is much worse than that of a bee or common wasp, and
the pain and swelling last longer. In the adult stage, the wasp
lives only a few months. The female produces but a few eggs,
one at a time at intervals of two or three days.For each egg the
mother must provide one adult tarantula, alive but paralyzed.
" The mother wasp attaches the egg to the paralyzed spider’ s
abdomen. Upon hatching from the egg, the larva is many
hundreds of times smaller than its living but helpless victim. It
eats no other food and drinks no water. By the time it has
finished its single Gargantuan meal and become ready for

wasphood, nothing remains of the tarantula but its indigestible
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chitinous skeleton.

The mother wasp goes tarantula—hunting when the egg in
her ovary is almost ready to be laid. Flying low over the ground
late on a sunny afternoon, the wasp looks for its victim or for
the mouth of a tarantula burrow, a round hole edged by a bit
of silk. The sex of the spider makes no difference, but the
mother is highly discriminating as to species. Each species of
Pepsis requires a certain species of tarantula, and the wasp will

~ not attack the wrong species. In a cage with a tarantula which

is not its normal prey, the wasp avoids the spider and is usually
killed by it in the night.

Yet when a wasp finds the correct species, it is the other way
about.To identify the species, the wasp apparently must explore
the spider with her antennae. The tarantula shows an amazing
tolerance to this exploration. The wasp crawls under it and
walks over it without evoking any hostile response. The
molestation is so great and so persistent that the tarantula often
rises on all eight legs, as if it were on stilts. It may stand this
way for several minutes. Meanwhile the wasp, having satisfied

~ itself that the victim is of the right species, moves off a few

inches to dig the spider’s grave. Working vigorously with legs
and jaws, it excavates a hole eight to ten inches deep with a
diameter slightly larger than the spider’s girth. Now and again,
the wasp pops out of the hole to make sure that the spider is
still there.

When the grave is finished, the wasp returns to the tarantula
to complete her ghastly enterprise. First she feels it all over
once more with her antennae. Then her behavior becomes more
aggressive. She bends her abdomen, protruding her sting, and
searches for the soft membrane at the point where the spider’s
legs join its body — the only spot where she can penetrate the
horny skeleton. From time to time, as the exasperated spider




slowly shifts ground, the wasp turns on her back and slides
along with the aid of her wings, trying to get under the
tarantula for a shot at the vital spot. During all this maneu-
vering, which can last for several minutes, the tarantula makes
no move to save itself . Finally the wasp corners it against some
obstruction and grasps one of its legs in her powerful jaws.
Now at last the harassed spider tries a desperate but vain
defense. The two contestants roll over and over on the ground.
It is a terrifying sight, and the outcome is always the same. The
wasp finally manages to thrust her sting into the soft spot and

holds it there for a few seconds while she pumps in the poison. |

Almost immediately the tarantula falls paralyzed on its back.
Its legs stop twitching; its heart stops beating.Yet it is not dead,
as is shown by the fact that if taken from the wasp it can be
restored to some sensitivity by being kept in a moist chamber
for several months. _

After paralyzing the tarantula, the wasp cleans herself by
dragging her body.along the ground and rubbing her feet. sucks
the drop of blood oozing from the wound in the spider’ s
abdomen, then grabs a leg of the flabby, helpless animal in her
jaws and drags it down to the bottom of the grave. She stays
there for many minutes, sometimes for several hours, and what
she does all that time in the dark we do not know. Eventually
she lays her egg and attaches it to the side of the spider’s
abdomen with a sticky secretion. Then she emerges, fills the
grave with soil carried bit by bit in her jaws, and finally
tramples the ground all around to hide any trace of the grave
from prowlers. Then she flies away, leaving her descendant
safely started in life.

In all this, the behavior of the wasp evidently is qualitatively
different from that of the spider. The wasp acts like an intelli-
gent ammal. This is not to say that instinct plays no part or




that she reasons-as man does. But her actions are to the point;
they are not automatic and can be modified to fit the situation.
We do not know for certain how she identifies the
tarantula — probably it is by some olfactory or chemo—tactile
sense — but she does it purposefully and does not blindly
tackle a wrong species.

On the other hand, the tarantula’s behavior shows only con-
fusion. Evidently the wasp’s pawing gives it no pleasure, for it
tries to move away. That the wasp is not simulating sexual
stimulation is certain because male and female tarantulas react
in the same way to its advances. That the spider is not
anesthetized by some odorless secretion is easily shown by
blowing lightly at the tarantula and making it jump suddeniy.
What, then, makes the tarantula behave as stupidly as it does?

No clear, simple answer 1s available.Possibly the stimulation
by the wasp’s antennae is masked by a heavier pressure on the
spider’ s body, so that it reacts as when prodded by a pencil.
But the explanation may be much more complex. Initiative in
attack is not in the nature of tarantulas; most species fight only
when cornered so that escape is impossible. Their inherited
patterns of behavior apparently prompt them to avoid
problems rather than attack them. For example, spiders weave
their webs in three dimensions, and when a spider finds that
there is insufficient space to attach certain threads in the third
dimension, it leaves the place and seeks another, instead of
finishing the web in a single plane. This urge to escape seems to
arise under all circumstances, in all phases of life, and to take
the place of reasoning. For a spider to change the pattern of its
web is as impossible as for an inexperienced man to build a .
bridge across a chasm obstructing his way. '

In a way, the instinctive urge to escape is not only easier but
often more efficient than reasoning. The tarantula does exactly
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what is most efficient in all cases except in an encounter with a
ruthless and determined attacker dependent for the existence of
her own species on killing as many tarantulas as she can lay
eggs. Perhaps in this case the spider follows its usual pattern of
trying to escape, instead of seizing and killing the wasp, because
it is not aware of its danger. In dny case, the survival of the .
tarantula species as a whole is protected by the fact that the
spider is much more fertile than the wasp.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Alexander Petrunkevitch (1875—-1964) was a Russian—born
zoologist. He was one of the world’ s foremost authorities on

“spiders, and his first important book, published in 1911, was -

Index Catalogue of Spiders of North, Central, and South
America. He later achieved distinction for his writings on
zoological subjects as well as for his translations of English
poetry into Russian and Russian poetry into English, Two of
his other books are Choice and Responsibility ( 1947) and
Principles of Classification (1952) . “The Spider and the Wasp”
was first published in the August 1952 issue of Scientific
America. ‘

NOTES

1) progeny: offspring

2) archenemy: chief or principal enemy

3) flexing: bending '

4) nectar: a sweet liquid secreted by flowers of various
plants and gathered by bees for making honey

5) Gargantuan: an adjective derived from Gargantua, a
giant king noted for his enormous physical and intellec-
tual appetites, the hero of Rabelai’s satire Gargantua
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and Pantagruel. A Gargantuan meal means a huge
meal.

6) prowler: one who roams through stealthily, as in search
of prey

TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

1) What is the central theme of this article? Where 13 it
stated?ls this a desirable location?Why, or why not?

2) Describe briefly the “qualitative” differences between
the behavior of tarantula and that of the wasp.

3) What is the likelihood that some humans also have
inherited patterns of behavior that “prompt them to
avoid problems rather than attack them”?Use concrete
examples, if possible, to support your view,

4) You find in the article such expressions as “beautiful
and formidable creatures” , “ terrifying sight” . and
“ghastly enterprise” . Are these expressions objective or
subjective?Would they be suitable in a scientific report?

RHETORICAL CONSIDERATIONS

1) In paragraph 9 the auther goes from pure description
of the wasp into the narrative account that involves
both wasp and spider. How does he arrange the
content itself to provide smooth and natural transition,
hence ensuring coherence?

2) How many paragraphs constitute the closing? What
function do they serve in addition to concluding the
selection? .

3) Words like “trichobothria”, “chitinous”, “olfactory”,
and “chemotactile” obviously belong to professional ter-
minology. Could these words have been avoided
without weakening scientific exactness? Does their use

4

10

m s e | T s



create 4 communication block for a lay reader, or does
the author succeed in avoiding this fault?

4) Why has the author Dbothered to define
“trichobothria” — even repeating his definition — but
not others? '

SUGGESTIONS FOR WRITING
1) Write a small paragraph describing the fight between
two insects, or two animals.
2) Describe the relationship between two persons you
know.

SUPPLEMENTARY EXERCISES

I.Paraphrase the following sentences:

1) It is a classic example of what looks like intelligence
pitted against instinct — a strange situation in which
the victim, though fully able to defend itself, submits
unwittingly to its destruction. (para.1)

2) At the touch of a cricket’ s antennae the tarantula
seizes the insect so swiftly that a motion picture taken
at the rate of sixty—four frames per second shows only
the result and not the process of capture. (para.6)

3) But her (the wasp’s)actions are to the point; they are
not automatic and can be modified to fit the situation.
(para.14) '

4) Initiative in attack is not in the nature of tarantulas;
most species fight only when cornered so that escape is
impossible. (para.16)

5) Their (the tarantulas’)inherited patterns of behavior
apparently prompt them to avoid problems rather than
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