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  Brown recluses are common, but bites are rare 

• Found on every continent except Antarctica, yet many people never see one . 

• They hide in dark, covered places like wood piles and sheds . 
• In Tucson, the lead researcher has seen only two in 22 years, usually in winter . 

• Black widows are far more commonly encountered around homes . 

• They are not aggressive; bites occur mainly when trapped against skin (e.g., in 
clothing) . 

• Most bites cause no symptoms or only mild irritation; only 10–20% become 
necrotic, and a smaller fraction become severe . 

      Venom acts like a “molecular lawnmower” 

• Recluse venom destroys tissue rather than acting as a neurotoxin like most 

spiders’ venom . 
• The key enzyme, Phospholipase D, “chews up” cell membrane lipids in a 

processive, lawnmower-like fashion . 

• This toxin can make up half the dry weight of the venom and acts catalytically, 
enabling extensive tissue damage . 

• The venom produces a unique molecule, cyclic ceramide phosphate, not previously 

known in nature . 
• Only recluses express these enzymes in their venom glands; other spiders use 

related genes for unknown internal purposes . 
• A similar toxin appears in an Iranian scorpion species, also causing necrotic 

wounds . 

    Identification is trickier than people think 

• The violin marking alone does not confirm a brown recluse . 
• True identification requires both the violin shape and six eyes arranged in three 

pairs (most spiders have eight) . 

• The violin marking varies by sex and life stage, and other spiders have similar 
patterns—but none share the six-eye arrangement . 

   Many supposed recluse bites aren’t 

• Medical professionals often misattribute unrelated conditions to recluse bites 

because bites go unnoticed and spiders are rarely found . 
• MRSA infections are especially prone to misdiagnosis; MRSA lesions ooze pus, 

unlike recluse lesions . 
• Correct diagnosis is more likely when a spider is found and when the patient lives 

within the recluse’s geographic range; outside that range, suspicion should be high 

for misdiagnosis . 

 


