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���Silk is an integral part of a spider’s life. They use 
a combination of silk and venom to immobilize 
prey
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And to protect their reproductive 
investment….

Copyright Paula E. Cushing



Venom produced and stored in venom glands in cephalothorax and emerges from 
hollow fangs.
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Spiders egest digestive enzymes from mouth; enzymes enter 
through holes create by fangs; enzymes break down (pre-digest) 
tissue; pre-digested food is sucked in through mouth. Hair-like 
setae around mouth filter particulates.
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Few species have venom of medical importance to humans. This is not one of 
them! This is Dysdera crocata(family Dysderidae). Feeds on pillbugs.



1) Venom does not contain toxic fractions which affect 
humans.

2) Quantity of the venom injected by spider is insufficient 
to cause problems.

Why most species are not of medical importance:

to cause problems.

3) Chelicerae (“jaws”) are not strong enough to penetrate 
human skin.

4) Spider is too timid to come into contact with man.

5) Contact with humans is unlikely due to spider’s 
lifestyle.



Black widow only species of 
verified medical importance in 

western U.S.

Copyright Denver Museum of Nature & Science 



eyes

Photo of brown recluse. Note eye pattern 
(diagnostic). This species notfound in 
western U.S.





Binford G.J. Cordes, MHJ Wells, MA. 2005 
Sphingomyelinase D from venoms of Loxosceles
spiders: evolutionary insights from gene 
sequence and structure. Toxicon 45:547-560.



Conditions That Can Be Confused With or Have 
Been Misdiagnosed As Recluse Spider Bites

Bacterial
Staphylococcus infection
Streptococcus infection
Cutaneous anthrax
Methicillin resistant Staph. aureus 

(MRSA or CA-MRSA)

Viral

Vascular disorders
Focal vasculitis
Purpura fulminans

Reaction to drugs
Warfarin poisoning

Arthropod -inducedViral
Infected herpes simplex
Chronic herpes simplex
Varicella zoster (shingles)

Fungal
Sporotrichosis
Lymphoproliferative disorders
Lymphoma
Lymphomatoid papulosis

Arthropod -induced
Lyme disease
Rocky Mountain spotted fever
Ornithodoros coriaceus bite (soft tick)
Insect bites (flea, mite, biting fly)

Misc. / multiple causative agents
Pyoderma gangrenosum
Pressure ulcers
Diabetic ulcers



Yellow sac spider, genus Cheiracanthium, family Miturgidae. 
Can cause painful bite and may cause small wound. Not 

extensive wound as with brown recluse. This genus is found 
in western U.S.



Hobo spider; family Agelenidae; 
species, Tegenaria agrestis

Copyright Rick Vetter



“Insect assays revealed no 
differences between US and 
UK venom potency, but 
female venoms were more 
potent than male. These 
results are difficult to 
reconcile with claims of 
necrotic effects that are 
unique to venoms of US 
Tegenaria.”

Binford, G.J. 2001. An analysis of geographic and intersexual chemical 
variation in venoms of the spider Tegenaria agrestis (Agelenidae). 
Toxicon 39:955-968.

Tegenaria.”



Male spider – note boxing 
glove-like pedipalps…..

Used for sperm storage and Used for sperm storage and 
insemination of female. 



Female spider external genitalia (side view of abdomen).



Species identification of spiders:
• Difficult – must examine characteristics of 

genitalia
• Color pattern unreliable for species 

identification
• Family identification is possible with the right • Family identification is possible with the right 

resources
• Characters for family-level identification easy 

to see (e.g., eye pattern, leg arrangement, 
ecology, behavior, web pattern, etc.)



Resources for Spider Identification

Internet bad….bad, bad internet

except for a few .org and .edu sites: except for a few .org and .edu sites: 
http://spiders.dmns.org/default.aspx
http://spiders.ucr.edu/
http://www.americanarachnology.org/
http://www.arachnology.org/



Books Good!!

$40 - $65 from amazon.com or any 
online bookseller

Between $3 - $7 from 
any bookseller Free – ask me for one. But 

key only good for common 
Colorado families
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Orb Web Spider – Araneidae
Identifiable and family-specific 

web structure.
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Identifiable and family-specific 

web structure.
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Identifiable and family-
specific web structure.
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Spider Controls
• Reassurance – spiders are the good guys. 

Extremely unlikely to attack; very unlikely to 
envenomate; if bites occur, symptoms usually 
insignificant.

• Only species in region with venom of confirmed • Only species in region with venom of confirmed 
medical importance is black widow.

• Pesticides ineffective: spiders live in cracks & 
crevices and are, therefore, not directly exposed 
to short-lived pesticides; silken eggsacs protect 
eggs from pesticide exposure.

• Sticky traps effective and can be recommended 
to arachnophobes. 


