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Introduction

The brown recluse spider, Loxosceles reclusa
Gertsch and Mulaik, is one of the few spiders of the
south and central United States whose hite is
poisonous to man. It is one of the four species of
Loxosceles (laeta, gaucho, reclusa, and rufescens)
known to be venomous, but probably the venoms of
all of the species of the genus are toxic. The bite of
the mature female, asin almost all spiders, is more
potent than that of the male.

Although the bite of L. reclusa usually does not
produce such serious and immediate reactions as does
the systemic bite of the widow spiders (Latrodectus
spp.), adisease, now called necrotic arachnidism or
loxoscelism, is caused by its bite. Reactions to the
bite vary from mild to very severe. Some victims may
not even fedl the actual bite, but within afew hours
the bitten part usually becomes swollen and painful,
and blisters may form on the skin around the bite.
The skin at the bite site begins to turn purple, and
eventually becomes black and dry asthe cells die.
Within a few weeks the blackened area flakes away,
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Figure 1. Adult brown recluse spider, Loxosceles reclusa
Gertsch and Mulaik. Credits: University of Florida

leaving a circular pit in the skin which fills with scar
tissue. The sloughed area, often quite large (up to 30
mm in diameter), may persist for several weeks, and
healing takes place very slowly over a period of
several months. A skin graft may be required to
prevent a permanent scar.
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Reaction in some persons may be much less
severe, consisting only of alocal and temporary
irritation of the skin, but in others it may be much
more severe. |n some patients, systematic disturbance
of ageneral nature has been indicated by arash
resembling that of scarlet fever. In afew persons, the
venom of the brown recluse spider has caused the
destruction of many red blood cells, avery serious
complication, signaled by the appearance of bloody
or dark-colored urine, according to Gorham (1970).
The venom of Loxosceles contains powerful
cytotoxins, neurotoxins, and haemotoxins. No
antivenin is available. The administration of
corticosteroids within 24 hours gives relief.
Otherwise, no effective treatment has been found to
arrest the necrosis before it has run its course or to
promote healing after the dead tissue has been
sloughed. Treatment is directed at controlling the
symptoms and limiting the amount of tissue
destruction.

Synonymy

Loxoscel es reclusus Gertsch and Mulaik 1940:
317.

Distribution

L. reclusa has been a common spider for many
yearsin parts of Missouri, Kansas, Arkansas,
Oklahoma, and Texas, but in recent yearsit has been
spread by man into other parts of the United States,
including the southeastern states of Louisiana,
Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, Tennessee, and
Kentucky. On many occasions specimens have been
inadvertently brought into Floridain trucks and
automobiles, hidden in luggage, boxes, and various
commercia cargoes, but to date it appears to have
been unsuccessful in establishing breeding
populationsin Florida. An even more venomous
species, the South American brown spider,
Loxosceles laeta (Nicolet), has been introduced into
parts of the United States, including California and
Massachusetts, but no established colonies of this
species are yet known to occur in the southeastern
United States.

Dueto of their color and general shape, males of
the southern house spider, Kukulcania hibernalis
Hentz, are often mistaken for the brown recluse.
Southern house spiders are not known to have a
dangerous bite. However, two bite cases reportedly
caused the victims pain and swelling for afew days.

Identification

The brown recluse spider is medium-sized with a
light brownish or tawny body and dark brown legs.
Female body length varies from 7 to 12 mm,
averaging about 9 mm; malesare similar in size,
averaging about 8 mm. Legs rather long and slender
and pale to dusky yellow in subadult specimens, with
apical segments darker, and dusky orange to dark
reddish brown in adults; front legs darker in adults,
particularly the males. Legs clothed evenly in fine
grayish hairs and typically heavily provided with
rows of fine erect blackish setae. Integument of
abdomen whitish to yellow, evenly clothed with
procumbent dusky brown hairs and thickly set with
suberect black setae. The brown recluse has two
characteristics that make it easy to recognize -- the
front half of its body, the carapace or cephal othorax,
bears three pairs of eyes (most other spiders have
eight eyes) and a dark, fiddle-shaped marking, the
latter characteristic giving rise to the colloguial name
"violin spider.”

Figure 2. Adult brown recluse spider, Loxosceles reclusa
Gertsch and Mulaik. Credits: Jim Kalisch, University of
Nebraska - Lincoln (http://entomology.unl.edu/)

Life History, Habits, and Habitat

Laboratory and field studies conducted in
Missouri, Arkansas, and Oklahoma (Hite 1966)
indicated that adults and immatures can be found at
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Figure 3. The three pairs of eyes that help identify the
brown recluse spider, Loxosceles reclusa Gertsch and
Mulaik. Credits: Jim Kalisch, University of Nebraska -

Lincoln (http://entomology.unl.edu/)

Figure 4. Detail of the carapace of the brown recluse
spider, Loxosceles reclusa Gertsch and Mulaik, showing
the dark fiddle-shaped marking often used to identify this
spider. Credits: J. Castner, University of Florida

all seasons of the year in ailmost any situation where
protection, food, and dryness are adequate, but that
mating takes place most commonly in June and July.
Females produce from one to five egg sacs, each
containing an average of about 50 eggs. The period
from oviposition to emergence averages 27 days.
Molts required to become adult range from five to
eight, including the first molt in the egg sac.

Stadia range from nine to nearly 200 days, the
second stadium having the greatest variation. Length
of time from oviposition to adulthood averages about
336 days. Males and females accur in nearly equal
numbers. The average life span is about 1 1/2 years,
but laboratory-reared females have lived aslong as
894 days, and females have lived as long as 297 days

without food or water. It is probable that even in
outdoor habitats, adults of L. reclusa pass through two
winters. Brown recluse spiders are shy, sedentary
spidersthat are active mostly at night. They spin a
large, irregular web with thick, quite sticky threads
and place it in some dark situation where the spider
remains, using the web both as aretreat and a snare.
These loxoscelines are solitary animals, but, in all
stages of development, they tend to cluster together in
favorable habitats.

In the southern parts of their range they occur
commonly outdoors in protected places such asin
caves and under rocks, ledges, loose bark, and piles
of discarded articles such as old tires and inner tubes,
furniture, and various pieces of "junk." they have
been found most often in and about houses and other
man-made shelters such as bathrooms, bedrooms,
closets, cellars, basements, smokehouses, barns, and
in any kind of seldom-disturbed storage spacein
houses and outbuildings. Areas where they may be
common include empty boxes, piles of stored papers,
in folds of seldom-used clothing hanging in storage
areas, behind pictures, and behind old boards leaning
against walls. The spiders are not aggressive, and like
amost al other spiders, they do not attack people.
Accidental bites are suffered most often when the
victims are in bed or are putting on clothing in the
morning and in the process press against spiders
which have taken refuge there. Bites occur most
frequently on the arms or legs of the victims. The
degree of infestation of these spiders oftenisin ratio
to the neatness and cleanliness of the property owner,
s0 an occasional thorough house cleaning provides
the best protection against them.
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