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Loxosceles reclusa, also called the 
brown recluse, �iddle-back or violin 
spider, is perhaps one of the most 
feared and misunderstood creatures 
in North American.  It’s family, 
Sicariidae, contains numerous 
venomous species across the globe, 
but their potent venom is actually optimized for subduing insect prey rather than defending 
against large mammals.  These small arachnids have earned an oversized reputation for 
terror that hardly aligns with its actual quiet biology.  Understanding these creatures 
requires peeling back decades of folklore, urban legends, and medical misdiagnoses to view 
them through a lens of fact and natural history. 

Identification 

The most widely cited identi�ication feature is the dark, violin-shaped silhouette located on 
its cephalothorax (the fused head and thorax segment).  The base of this violin shape sits 
near the spider's front, while the neck points backward toward the abdomen.  However, 
because this marking can fade in younger spiders or appear vividly on entirely unrelated 
families like cellar spiders and pirate spiders, relying solely on the violin is a frequent 
source of error, leading to thousands of harmless brown spiders being routinely killed 
under the mistaken assumption that they are dangerous.  Correct identi�ication of a brown 
recluse requires looking past its generic coloration to examine speci�ic morphological traits. 

The body varies from tan to dark brown in color, measuring about 1/4 to 3/8 of an inch 
long, and is supported by long, slender legs that can span about 1 inch when extended 
(about the size of a quarter).  Both body and legs are covered with �ine hairs that are often 
invisible without magni�ication.  Legs and abdomen lack any stripes, bands or large spines.   

The genus name, Loxosceles, comes from ancient 
Greek, meaning slanted legs, which describes the 
physical posture of the spider's legs, which tend 
to lean back or slant sideways when at rest.   

The de�initive characteristic for recognizing this 
genus is the number and arrangement of eyes.  
The vast majority of spiders possess eight eyes, 
arranged in two rows.  Recluse spiders have only 
six eyes, clustered into three pairs (diads) that 
form a distinct semi-circle across the front of the 
carapace, near the base of the “violin” mark. 

Photo by Joe Culin, Clemson Univ., bugwood.org (CC BY-NC-3). 

Photo by Andrew Hoffman, indianastate.edu. 

https://www.insectimages.org/browse/image/5615577
https://www.indianastate.edu/academics/colleges/arts-sciences/biology/brown-recluse-project
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Habitat & Range  

The geographic distribution of Loxosceles species is de�ined by climate and evolutionary 
history, despite the nationwide panic surrounding them.  The native range of the brown 
recluse is a distinct geographic area in the United States, centered in Arkansas, and 
extending to some other midwestern and southern states.  Related species tend to occupy 
niches in other southwestern areas (see map below).  Despite persistent rumors and 
sensationalized media reports, established populations of brown recluses are virtually non-
existent on the west coast, upper midwest, or New England.  Finding a brown recluse 
outside its native range is rare, and usually limited to an individual spider hitchhiking in a 
cardboard box from a southern origin.  L. reclusa cannot tolerate cold northerly climates or 
arid deserts without human-modi�ied environments.  Thus, the overwhelming majority of 
spider bite reports in places like California or New York are cases of mistaken identity. 

Within its native territory, the brown recluse utilizes microhabitats offering dark, dry 
conditions and relative isolation.  Outdoors, they seek shelter beneath loose, peeling bark 
on dead trees, within rocky crevices, or inside old logs and woodpiles.  However, they adapt 
with ease to life in human structures.  Indoors, they seek out areas that mirror their natural 
shelters, settling into attics, crawlspaces, basements, wall voids, and unheated garages.  
They are particularly fond of cluttered storage spaces that are rarely disturbed, where 
stacks of cardboard boxes, old newspapers, piled clothing, and dark corners provide 
plentiful narrow crevices in which to hide.  Cardboard boxes mimic the natural texture and 
thermal properties of peeling tree bark, serving as an ideal breeding ground, allowing 
populations to multiply quietly inside storage units and closets for years without notice. 

Geographic distribution of Loxosceles species in the United States (redrawn from Vetter, 2015). 
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True to their name, brown recluse avoid light and open spaces, are non-aggressive, and 
actively avoiding contact with humans.  Unlike orb-weaver spiders that construct elegant, 
geometric webs to snare �lying insects, brown recluse will spin a loose, asymmetrical web 
that serves as a home base or an egg-holding structure, rather than a trap for prey. 

They are nocturnal hunters, remaining motionless within their silk retreats during daylight 
hours, emerging to search for food only after dark.  These spiders rely on speed and agility 
to overpower prey, which may include cockroaches, crickets, silver�ish, and other small 
peri-urban arthropods commonly found inside a home. 

The brown recluse is also a scavenger, which is a rare trait among spiders.  They readily 
consume insects that are already dead or motionless, to avoid struggles with live prey.  This 
dietary �lexibility allows large populations to survive in barren indoor environments where 
other predators might otherwise starve. 
 

Photo by Russell Pfau, iNaturalist.com (CC BY-NC). 

https://www.inaturalist.org/photos/11484796
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Life Cycle  

Mating typically occurs during the warm months of spring and summer, initiated by the 
male, who uses cautious behavioral displays to avoid being eaten by the female.  Once 
fertilization is complete, the female constructs a �lat, off-white silk egg sac, about 2/3 inch 
in diameter, which can contain 30-50 eggs.  She hides this sac in a sheltered crevice and 
guards it until eggs hatch.  After 2-4 weeks (depending on conditions) spiderlings emerge, 
remaining in the maternal web for their �irst molt, before dispersing to fend for themselves.   

A brown recluse develops slowly, undergoing anywhere from 5 to 8 molts before reaching 
maturity in about a year, with development times heavily in�luenced by temperature and 
food availability.  Once fully grown, brown recluse spiders can live for 3 to 5 years, and can 
survive for up to six months without water or food.  Females can produce 1-2 clutches of 
eggs per year, and up to 5 in their lifetime, but only require mating once to do so. 
 

Medical Importance 

While the true nature of brown recluse bites is frequently distorted by fear, their medical 
signi�icance cannot be ignored.  The primary active component in brown recluse venom is 
an enzyme that disrupts tissue cell membranes in mammals and triggers localized 
in�lammation that can sometimes lead to necrosis.  Despite their reputation, these spiders 
are not aggressive, with bites occurring almost exclusively when a spider is accidentally 
trapped against bare skin, such as inside footwear, folded clothing, or bedding.  The bite 
itself is often painless at the moment of contact, with mild stinging, redness, or burning 
developing two to eight hours later. 

Clinical outcomes are overwhelmingly benign, as roughly 90% of con�irmed bites result in 
minor, localized reactions that include redness, mild swelling, and a small blister, which 
heals within a few weeks without medical intervention.  Severe necrotic lesions are rare, 
occurring when the center of the bite turns dark purple or black as tissue breaks down, 
eventually forming a slow-healing ulcer that requires structured wound care.  Even more 
rare is systemic loxoscelism, a severe reaction characterized by fever, chills, joint pain, and 
red blood cell destruction.  This severe condition requires immediate hospitalization, and 
primarily poses a risk to young children, the elderly, or those with already compromised 
immune systems.  Veri�ied fatalities in healthy adults remain extremely rare.  There is no 
approved antivenom available.   

A major challenge in clinical medicine is the widespread misdiagnosis of brown recluse 
bites.  This includes the misidenti�ication of other spider bites as that of a brown recluse 
(particularly outside the spider's endemic geographic range), or when other skin lesions 
are mistaken for spider bites when they are actually caused by bacterial infections, fungal 
infections, Lyme disease, diabetic ulcers, or early-stage skin cancers.  Mistaking a bacterial 
infection for a recluse bite delays essential antibiotic treatment, increasing the risk of 
severe complications such as sepsis.  Consequently, medical experts and arachnologists 
emphasize that a bite can only be de�initively diagnosed if the spider is collected during the 
incident and positively identi�ied by a quali�ied expert. 
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Control & Management 

Managing brown recluse populations in homes within their native range requires a shift 
away from chemical extermination toward a comprehensive Integrated Pest Management 
strategy.  Because these spiders can live deep within wall voids and are surprisingly 
resistant to standard insecticidal sprays, relying solely on chemicals is rarely effective and 
provides a false sense of security.  Successful management should focus on altering the 
physical environment to make a home less inviting.  Homeowners can signi�icantly reduce 
spider numbers by eliminating habitat.  Get rid of clutter and replace cardboard storage 
boxes with tightly sealed plastic bins.  Move beds away from walls and ensure that blankets 
do not touch the �loor while sleeping, to minimize spiders climbing onto bedding at night. 

Sealing cracks and crevices around windows, doors, and baseboards prevents both spiders 
and their insect prey from entering living spaces.  Good general sanitation practices, such as 
frequent sweeping and mopping in kitchen areas, minimizes food sources that support 
populations of scavenging insects that are in turn for spiders.  Placing �lat sticky traps along 
baseboards and in dark corners can be an effective, non-toxic way to monitor and suppress 
recluse populations, as the wandering male spiders easily become entangled during their 
nightly hunts for prey or female mates.  Keep these inaccessible to pets and small children. 

The brown recluse does play an important role in controlling insect populations, serving as 
a quiet, nocturnal custodian of the ecosystem it inhabits.  They are rarely aggressive 
towards humans unless provoked or startled.  However, their potential for severe (if rare) 
medical complications can make them a consequential pest in homes and buildings. 

 
Photo by Callum O'Connell, inaturalist.com (CC BY-NC). 

https://www.inaturalist.org/photos/438109078?size=original
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Brown recluse spiders are common in Arkansas homes 
Jon Zawislak 
Assistant Professor of Apiculture & Urban Entomology  

Brown Recluse spiders are true to their name.  They prefer dark and secluded areas, are 
rarely aggressive unless surprised, and tend to avoid interactions with humans.  Bites are 
rare and are often misdiagnosed, but their potential for severe medical consequences 
makes their management important in homes. 

 


