
 

 

 

 

FUNNEL WEB SPIDER BITE 

 

“Las Hilanderas”, (The Spinners - Minerva disguised as an old woman and Arachne), oil 

on canvas, 1644 - 48, Diego Rodríguez de Silva y Velazquez. Museo del Prado. 

 

...Now I shall sing the second kingdom 

there where the soul of man is cleansed, 

made worthy to ascend to heaven... 

 

...Ah, mad Arachne, I saw you all but turned 

to spider, wretched on the strands 

you spun, which did you so much harm. 

  

Dante Alighieri, “Purgatorio”, XII: 4-6 & 43 - 45  

(1306-1317). 



Minerva, goddess of weavers, 

Had heard too much of Arachne. 

She had heard 

That the weaving of Arachne 

Equalled her own, or surpassed it. 

 

Arachne was humbly born. Her father 

Laboured as a dyer 

Of Phocaean purple. Her mother 

Had been humbly born. But Arachne 

Was a prodigy. All Lydia marvelled at her. 

 

The nymphs came down from the vines on Tmolus 

As butterflies to a garden, to flock stunned 

Around what flowered out of the warp and the weft 

Under her fingers 

Likewise the naiads of Pactolus 

 

Left sands of washed gold 

To dazzle their wonder afresh 

On her latest. They swooned at all she did. 

Not only as it lay done, but as each inch crept 

From under her touches. 

 

A grace like Minerva’s unearthly, 

Moved her hands whether she bundled the fleeces 

Or teased out the wool, like cirrus, 

Or spun the yarn, or finally 

Conjured her images into their places. 

 

Surely, only Minerva could have taught her! 

Arachne 

Laughed at the suggestion. 

Her sole instructor she claimed, was her inborn skill. 

“Listen”, she cried, “I challenge Minerva 

 

“To weave better than I weave,  

And if she wins 

Let her do whatever she wants with me 

I shan’t care  

Minerva came to Arachne 

 

As an old woman 

Panting and leaning on a stick 

“Some things that age brings”, she began, 

“Are to be welcomed. Old experience teaches 

The thread of consequence cannot be broken. 

“Listen to my warning. Give to mortals  

The tapestries that make you 

Famous and foremost amoung mortal weavers, 

But give to the goddess 

Your gratitude for the gift. 

 

“Leave it to her to boast of you, if she wants to, 

And ask her to forgive you 

For your reckless remarks 

Against her 

She will hear and she will be merciful”.  

 

Arachne turned from her loom 

She reared like a cobra, scowling 

And came near to striking the old woman, 

Her eyes hard with fury. 

And she spat at her; “Your brain totters 

 

“Like your decrepit body, 

You have lived too long. 

If you possess daughters or granddaughters 

Waste your babble on them 

I am not such a fool 

 

“To be frightened by an owl-face and a few screeches. 

I make up my own mind, 

And I think as I always did. 

If the goddess dare practice what she preaches 

Why doesn’t she take up my challenge? 

 

“Why doesn’t she come for a contest?” 

As Arachne spoke, the old woman 

Seemed to flare up 

To twice her height, crying: “She has come”. 

All the nymphs fell prostrate. 

 

The women of Mygdonia bowed and hid 

Their faces in terror 

Only Arachne brazenly 

Defied the goddess, with a glare. She flushed deep red  

In the rush of her anger, then paled - 

 

Ovid, The Metamorphoses, 8 AD. 

(Translation, Ted Hughes). 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Arachne was the greatest weaver to have lived, but she was proud and arrogant, which greatly 

angered the goddess Minerva, who was patron of the Arts. Minerva could not abide by the 

intolerable hubris of a mortal who put herself above the gods themselves. She decided to allow 

Arachne the chance to repent. She visited her in the form of an old woman, and tried to point 

out her errant ways, but Arachne merely responded with hurtful scorn, and claimed that even 

Minerva herself could challenge her if she dared. At this point Minerva revealed herself as the 

great goddess and accepted the challenge. Arachne in fact won the contest. This was a mistake, 

she underestimated just how jealous and vengeful the gods of Olympus could be. Minerva 

having lost all self control rained down blows upon Arachne who when she could bear no more 

decided she would kill herself to escape her tormentor. She tried to hang herself, but Minerva 

cast a terrible spell over her, by turning her into a horrible spider, filled with a poison of 

Hecate. Ovid tells us the story.... 

 

She caught the swing girl; “You have been wicked 

Enough to dangle there for ever 

And so you shall. But alive, 

And your whole tribe the same through all time 

Populating the earth”. 

 

The goddess 

Squeezed onto the dangling Arachne 

Venom from Hecate’s deadliest leaf. 

Under that styptic drop 

The poor girl’s head shrank to a poppy seed 

 

And her hair fell out. 

Her eyes, her ears, her nostrils 

Diminished beyond being. Her body 

Became a tiny ball 

And now she is all belly 

 

With a dot of head. She retains 

Only her slender skilful fingers 

For legs. And so for ever 

She hangs from the thread that she spins 

Out of her belly 

 

Or ceaselessly weaves it 

Into patterned webs 

On a loom of leaves and grasses 

Her touches 

Deft and swift and light as when they were human.

The horrible curse of Minerva punished the hubris of humanity with poisonous spiders. 

Dante in the Fourteenth century however discovered that while the sin of pride was most 

certainly damnable it was not, in the eyes of a far greater and more forgiving god, 

necessarily irretrievable. He found poor Arachne, not in the eternal Inferno of Hades, but 

merely “doing time” in the First Terrace of Purgatory.      



FUNNEL WEB SPIDER BITE 

 

 

The Sydney Funnel Web spider, Atrax robustus. On the right, in an attack posture with 

fangs poised. 

 

Introduction 

 

Funnel web spiders are the most venomous spiders on Earth.  

 

These potentially lethal spiders look very similar to each other and to several other less 

medically significant species, including the trap door spiders (families, Idiopidae and 

Nemesiidae) and mouse spiders, (family, Actinopididae) 

 

All these spiders can be described as big black spiders.  

 

Atrax robustus, or the Sydney Funnel Web spider is the only proven killer. 

 

A bite from a big black spider within the known geographical habitat of funnel 

webs, should be considered as a funnel web spider bite until proven otherwise. 

 

Early administration of antivenom is essential in envenomed patients. 

 

Biology 

 

The Funnel Web spiders comprise 40 known species contained within 2 genera: 

 

1. Atrax: 

 

 ● Atrax robustus, (the Sydney Funnel Web spider) 

 

2. Hydronyche: 

 



 ● Hydronyche cerberea, (Southern Tree Funnel Web spider). 

 

 ● Hydronyche formidabilis, (Northern Tree Funnel Web spider). 

 

● Hydronyche species 14, (Port Macquarie Funnel Web spider). 

 

● Hydronyche infensa, (Toowoomba or Darling Downs Funnel Web spider). 

 

● Hydronyche versuta, (Blue Mountains Funnel Web spider). 

 

Classification: 

 

Phylum: Arthropoda 

 

Order:  Araneae 

 

Family  Hexathelidae 

 

Genus  Atrax 

 

Species Atrax robustus  

 

Habitat 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eastern Australia showing the distribution of Hadronyche, (1) and of Atrax, (2) 

 

Venom 

 

Both genera of funnel web spiders produce venom that contains potent neurotoxins. 

 

● Atrax species produce robustoxin. 

 



● Hydronyche species produce versutoxin. 

 

These toxins act by preventing the inactivation of sodium channels leading to a massive 

increase of: 

 

1. Autonomic activity: 

 

● Adrenergic (massive catecholamine release)  

 

And 

 

● Cholinergic 

 

2. Neuromuscular excitation.  

 

Clinical Features 

 

A painful bite by a big black spider with abrupt onset of sweating, agitation, 

piloerection and muscle fasciculations is pathognomonic of funnel web spider bite. 

 

The features of funnel web spider bite include: 
 

1. History: 

 

● The typical history is a bite from a big black spider with fangs, however 

the bite may of course have been unwitnessed making diagnosis much 

more problematic. 

 

2. Bite site features: 

 

 ● Pain is usually severe. 

 

● Fang marks may be seen. The fangs may in fact be able to penetrate the 

fingernail of a young child. 

 

 ● Local erythema and swelling are not usually features of the bite. 

 

3. Systemic envenomation features: 

 

● Severe systemic envenomation can occur suddenly and dramatically, 

within 30 minutes, and nearly always within 2 hours. 

 

 General systemic symptoms: 

 

 ● Headache 

 

 ● Nausea/ vomiting  

 

 ● Abdominal pain 



 

 Autonomic disturbances: 

 

  ● Sweating. 

 

 ● Salivation. 

 

 ● Piloerection. 

 

 ● Lacrimation. 

 

 ● Miosis or mydriasis 

 

 Neurological: 

 

● Agitation/anxiety 

 

 ● Parasthesiae  

 

● Muscular fasciculations: 

 

 ♥ Local or generalized, commonly the tongue is involved. 
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 ● Muscular spasms 

 

 ● Coma 

 

 CVS disturbances: 

 

 ● Tachycardia/ bradycardia. 

 

 ● Hypertension/ hypotension. 

 

 ● Cardiogenic shock in severe envenomations:
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♥ This is secondary to catecholamine induced myocardial stress, (a 

 reaction similar to that seen in Takotsubo cardiomyopathy).  

 

Respiratory: 

 

● Pulmonary edema: 

 

 ♥ There is evidence that this is a cardiogenic pulmonary edema. 
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In young children, the first indication of envenoming may be sudden severe 

illness with incolsolable crying, salivation, vomiting or collapse. 

 

 

 



Bites from other big black spiders: 

 

Bites by other big black spiders, such as the trap door and mouse spiders can be 

associated with significant pain at the bite site, but only mild systemic symptoms. 

 

Life threatening symptoms such as hypotension, pulmonary edema or coma do not occur 

with these species. 

 

Investigations 

 

None are routine or specific for funnel web spider bite. 

 

Any laboratory investigations will be directed at excluding other causes for symptoms or 

for determining secondary complications. 

 

The following may be required in more severe cases:  

 

1. ECG 

 

2. Troponin levels  

 

3. Echocardiography is useful to confirm cardiogenic shock.  

 

Management 

 

Big black spider bites in NSW or southern Queensland should be presumed to be 

due to funnel web spider till proven otherwise. 

 

1. Immediate attention to any ABC issues 

 

2. Pressure immobilization: 

 

 ● This is a very important aspect of initial first aid treatment. 

 

● This should only be removed once the patient is stable and in a resus cube 

with antivenom on hand.  

 

3. Funnel Web Antivenom: Lapine (rabbit) IgG Fab: 

 

This is a potentially life-saving measure in all species (Atrax or Hadronyche) 

of funnel web spider bite.  

 

 ● Indications include any clinical evidence of envenoming (as above). 

 

● Give an initial 2 ampoules (2 x 125 units) IV 

 

For severe envenomation an initial dose of 4 ampoules should be 

given. 

 



 Each is diluted in 100-200 mls of normal saline and given over 20 

minutes, (or quicker if symptoms are severe). 

 

Repeat doses of 2 ampoules are given, every 2 hours until clinical 

features of envenomation have resolved.  

 

● In cardiac arrest an IV push of undiluted antivenom may be life-

saving.  

 

 In this situation all immediately available antivenom (at least 4 

ampoules) should be given. 
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 ● In cases of difficult IV access undiluted antivenom can be given IM. 

 

There is some evidence that funnel-web antivenom may also be useful for mouse 

spider (Missulena bradleyi) bites. 

 

 There is no contraindication in pregnancy or lactation. 

 

 The pediatric dose is the same as for adults. 

 

Antivenom appears not to be useful for cardiogenic shock/ pulmonary edema, 

once these develop.  This is consistent with the fact that massive catecholamine 

release has already occurred, resulting in myocardial injury, which is not 

amenable to antivenom treatment. 
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4. Supportive measures as required: 

 

 Including: 

 

 ● Titrated IV opioids for pain 

 

● Inotropes for cardiogenic shock: 

 

Catecholamine inotropes such as adrenaline and noradrenaline are 

problematic/ controversial in view of the massive adrenergic response in 

these patients. 

 

Dobutamine has been used routinely in scorpion bites (outside of 

Australia), which has many features that are similar to funnel web 

envenomation. 

 

High dose insulin-euglycemia has been used, as it is a non-catecholamine 

inotrope. 
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 Further theoretical options include:   

 

 ● Phosphodiesterase inhibitors such as milrinone. 

 



 ● ECMO 

 

Disposition: 

 

Patients should be discussed with a Clinical Toxicologist. 

 

Patients who received antivenom should be admitted for at least 12 hours observation 

following resolution of symptoms. 

 

Patients bitten by unidentified big black spiders in eastern Australia and who are 

asymptomatic should be observed for four hours. 

 

Patients who do not show any clinical signs of envenomation at 4 hours following a bite 

from a big black spider may be medically cleared. 

 

 

 

Sydney Funnel Web spider that caused a stress (catecholamine) induced cardiomyopathy 

in a 33 year old male. (Isbister et al. 2015) 
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In the First Terrace of Purgatory Dante encounters Arachne amoung those guilty of the 

sin of  pride. Gustave Dore, Woodcut Print c. 1868. 
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