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 The spider spins his silver thread 

 With quiet industry, 

 To weave himself a gossamer bed 

 That breathes of artistry. 

 

 Though wind and rain may come to tear 

 His fragile world apart, 

 Still with steady patient care 

 He makes another start. 

 

 Against such odds as would confound 

 The minds of mortal men 

 The spider weaves, without a sound, 

 His world to rights again. 

 

 So wrote one upon observing the activities of the spider. Its activities appear so useless, 

so futile, so frustrating. The writer of the book of Job expresses this futility and fragility when he 

compares the hope of the ungodly to the web of the spider. Notice! “…And the hope of the 

ungodly perisheth, Because his hope is cut off, And his trust is (as) a spider’s house.” Job 8:13b-

14. Yet it constantly works and strives to maintain itself and the little world it lives in. Listen to 

Solomon as he expresses the tenacity and subtlety of the spider in Proverbs 30:28, “The spider 

taketh hold with her hands and is in King’s palaces.” 

 In this connection we mention the story about the Scottish hero, Robert Bruce. The story 

tells how Robert Bruce learned to overcome failure by watching a spider try again and again to 

fasten a thread across the entrance to the cave in which he was hiding. 

 In spite of its seeming frailty there is a universal fear of spiders which is difficult to 

explain. The first tendency of most people who encounter a spider is to kill it and crush it with 

one stamp of the foot, just as we have a tendency to kill a snake. 

 This fear is of such a nature, in fact, that it has resulted in the development of numerous 

superstitions about spiders, most of which are entirely fallacious. It is commonly supposed that 

the great majority of spiders are poisonous and that they are courageous and aggressive enemies 

of man. There is little evidence, however, to show that spiders, as a whole, are dangerous; and 

there is considerable evidence to prove beyond doubt that they are really cowardly creatures. 

 The fear of spiders dates back to early times. In Italy the bite of the tarantula was 

supposed to cause a “mania” for which the only cure was to dance until exhausted. The exercise 

caused profuse perspiring which removed much of the poison. Certain forms of music were also 

regarded as helpful treatment of “tarantism,” as the effect of the bite was called. Many musical 

compositions, to which the name “tarantella” was attached, were written primarily to stimulate 

the dancing. It should be kept in mind, however, that the Italian tarantula is a lycoside spider and 

not a true tarantula. 

 There are more of these interesting but fallacious legends about the spider. These legends 

may explain in part some of the common fears of the spider. 



 An old superstition, which is interesting to notice, says that a person can cure his fever if 

he wears a spider in a nutshell fastened to his neck. Longfellow mentions this superstition in the 

poem “Evangeline.” 

 That spiders secrete a poison cannot be denied. Anyone watching an insect that has been 

bitten has seen the deadly effects of the poison injected by the jaws of the spider. But the amount 

of poison necessary to kill an insect and the amount necessary to cause the death of a human 

being are vastly different quantities. 

 Most investigators insist that the average spider cannot pierce the flesh on the palm of the 

hand, and all of them testify to the apparent unwillingness of spiders to bite at all. Those which 

can and do bite do so only when captured, compressed or irritated, and the effects are rarely 

injurious. 

 In many parts of the world, tarantulas (Avicuariidae) are considered deadly poisonous, 

and there is no doubt that some of these spiders possess considerable virulence. Extracts made 

from the poison glands of the tarantula and injected into the bodies of sparrows and mice cause 

almost immediate death. Few cases of human deaths resulting from tarantula bites are on record, 

however, and in these there is some reason to believe that the real mortal cause was secondary 

infection. Here is one prime example. A shipment of bananas was received from a Central 

American banana plantation. Upon opening the shipping case a tarantula crawled out and 

attached itself to the hand of the grocer and appeared to inject some poison into the hand of the 

grocer. Seeing the proceedings and being a very ardent believer in the deadly poisonousness of 

the tarantula to human beings, he quickly grabbed the nearest cleaving knife and chopped off his 

hand at the wrist to prevent the poison from going into the rest of the body. Some time later the 

man died of blood poisoning. Not the poison injected by the tarantula but because of the 

infection that resulted from chopping off his hand with the infected cleaving knife. 

 There is some indication, too, that there is a racial susceptibility to tarantula poison, and 

there is, of course, the question of individual sensitivity. Just as one person may eat strawberries 

and find them healthful while another person may eat strawberries and develop the well-known 

“strawberry rash” – so there may be a sensitiveness to spider poisons in some people. 

 Tarantulas are mostly southern or tropical, the several American species in the United 

States being confined chiefly to the Southwest and Far West. They are rather common in 

California. 

 Tarantulas are occasionally imported on bananas, but most of the hairy spiders that are 

ordinarily seen are not tarantulas at all. The commonest banana spider is probably Heteropoda 

venatorie. The fear of tarantulas has resulted in the application of the name tarantula to all large 

spiders. 

 The spiders of the genus Latrodectus (family Theridiidae), however, are well known to 

be virulent and many of them are quite capable of inflicting serious poison wounds in humans. 

The commonest representative of this group is the “black widow,” a name erroneously applied to 

several members of the group throughout the United States. The eastern form Latrodectus 

mactans is a coal-black spider which frequents outhouses, barns, and stony places where it 

constructs a large funnel-shaped cobweb. The body of the female is almost half an inch long and 

has yellow or red spots, or both, along the mid-dorsal line of the abdomen. There is usually an 

hourglass marking distinctly visible on the underside of the abdomen. The male is much smaller 

and in addition to the dorsal spots of red or yellow, it has four pairs of yellow strips along the 

sides of the abdomen. The western form is somewhat similar and is equally venomous. Many 

deaths have recently been attributed to the western black widow spider. 



 The only other virulent spider of any importance is the jumping spider, which lives under 

sticks and stones on the ground. It is usually black with three white spots on the upper side of the 

abdomen. The females are about half an inch in length and the male is, as usual, much smaller. 

The species is supposed to cause a painful wound. 

 As to the other spiders, there is little need for concern. Most of them are harmless and 

wary. 

 On the whole, spiders are remarkably interesting creatures which exhibit striking and 

interesting characters and habits. One is well rewarded for any type of study of them. 

 Next month we plan to resume this study, discussing various general characteristics by 

which spiders are distinguished from other animal groups and by discussing the various spider 

groups. 
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