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Introduction 

California is the third largest and one of the most diverse states in the United States. 

From the dry and arid landscapes in southwestern California to coastal landscapes 

around the largest cities of the state to cooler and higher-altitude areas in the north. 

Due to this natural diversity, California is the home to more spider species than any 

other state in the U.S. 

In the United States, around 4,000 spider species in 562 genera and 67 families and 

have been discovered and described at the time of writing. Every year, numerous new 

species are discovered by scientists.  

In the year 2021 alone, the number of recognized spider species around the world has 
grown by several thousand to over 50,000 species. That is a huge number, but it will 
continue to grow as there are thousands of yet undiscovered species out there. 
Scientists estimate that the total number of different spider species in the world lies 
somewhere close to 100,000. So currently, we believe that only around 50% of the 
world’s spider species have been discovered.  

How is that possible?  

For one, many habitats on our planet are not easily accessible and this lessens the 
chances of being easily discovered. This can be tropical forests in far-away countries 
but also isolated habitats, like caves, just around the corner or beneath us.  

Secondly, most spiders are tiny: so small that they are barely visible with the naked 
eye. As such, differentiating between species of spiders of this size is a tedious task 
— a task that this book will not bother with. The focus of this book is to provide a 
simple identification manual of common spiders of California. 

While our goal is to provide an in-depth insight into numerous spiders found in 
California, we don’t expect you to get out your microscope and dissect spider parts 
to make a perfect species level identification.  

Even though spiders are some of the most feared creatures in the Western world, only 

spiders of two genera found in the United States can cause bites that require medical 

attention. They are widow spiders (Latrodectus sp., page 8 and page 50) and violin 

spiders (Loxosceles sp., page 27). In the latter genus, the brown recluse spider is the 

most widely distributed and feared (but not found in California). 

This book is a resource that can be used to identify the most common spiders found 

in California, complete with colored illustrations, photographs and detailed 

explanations. After introducing the few potentially dangerous spiders (also called 



medically significant) you may encounter in California, a handy identification guide 

will assist you in identifying other, non-medically significant spiders.  

Should you be unable to identify a spider you may have encountered in California 

with this book, the experts at USAspiders.com will be happy to identify the spider for 

you for free. Just head to usaspiders.com/identify. 

In addition to the spider identification guides, you will learn interesting facts about 

spiders, tips on how to deal with arachnophobia — the fear of spiders — and tips on 

how to get rid of spiders inside your house. You will also gain scientific insight into 

the anatomy and scientific classification of spiders. 

 

 

 

 

  



Facts about spiders  

 Spiders come in various sizes, from the 0.3 mm long Samoan Moss Spider to the 

gigantic Goliath Birdeater, a tarantula with a leg span of up to one foot. 

California’s largest spiders, native tarantulas (Aphonopelma sp.) can reach a total 

leg span of over 6 inches. 

 The spider with the largest ever recorded leg span of almost 16 inches was a giant 

huntsman. 

 Spiders feed almost exclusively on insects — both small and large. Almost 
exclusively! In 2019, a black and yellow garden spider (Argiope aurantia, page 16) 
caught and ate a decent-sized bat in Texas. Well, as they say: “Everything is bigger 
in Texas.” Argiope orb weavers are a very common sight in Californian backyards 
during summer and autumn, but they are harmless to humans or pets. 

 Combined, all spiders in the world consume around 800 million tons of prey per 
year, 90% of which are insects. In comparison, all whales on earth consume only 
around 450 million tons of biomass per year. 

 Therefore, spiders play an important role in keeping the balance in our natural 
ecosystem. The spiders in your backyard are removing hundreds of annoying 
mosquitoes and other crawly creatures. In fact, a single spider eats around 2,000 
insects each year. Therefore, we should see spiders as a blessing, not a curse. 

 While all spiders have eight legs, the number of eyes differs between species. 
Some spiders have only six eyes and very few have four eyes, or only two eyes. 
The infamous recluse spiders of the family Sicariidae, for instance, have only six 
eyes, while some exotic species found in completely dark caves do not have any 
eyes at all.  

 Spiders and snails have blue blood. Since the circulatory system of spiders is 
different from humans and mammals, it is scientifically called haemolyph, not 
blood.  

 The silk of the Darwin’s bark spider, Caerostris darwini, found on the island of 
Madagascar, is the toughest biomaterial in the world; it is more than ten times 
stronger than a comparable strand of Kevlar and twice as strong as any other 
known spider silk. This spider also creates the largest webs in the world — 
spanning up to 30 feet (10 meters). 

 It is a hoax that a person swallows an average of four (or any number of) spiders 
in his/her lifetime while sleeping. It is very unlikely that a spider will ever enter 
the mouth of a sleeping person. 



Medically significant spiders in California 

Let’s start this identification guide off by looking at the (very few) medically significant 

spiders that you may encounter in California. The term medically significant means 

that a bite of such a spider regularly requires medical attention.  

Out of the over 1,000 spider species found in California, only seven species are 

considered medically significant. In fact, the only medically significant spiders in 

California are the western black widow (Latrodectus hesperus) and some species of 

the violin spider genus (Loxosceles) that have very small ranges and populations. The 

violin spiders are very hard to come across in California. 

Black widows in California 

Identification: Western black widows can come 

in a range of colors since they change their 

appearance as the reach maturity. Please note that 

only the adult female black widow can deliver 

medically significant bites; bites of juvenile and 

male widows may be uncomfortable but usually 

do not require medical attention. The adult 

female western black widow has a completely 

black and shiny body with an orange or red 

hourglass-shape at the bottom.  

Black widows, like other cobweb spiders of the 

family Theridiidae (page 50), often hang in their web upside down. A red hourglass 

shape on the underside of their abdomen is a clear indication that you are dealing with 

a black widow.  

Here is an overview of the various colorations a female western black widow can 

have:  

 

 

 

 

 

   

Juvenile Female Immature Female Adult Female Adult Female 

 



Size: The adult female black widow grows to a body size of about half an inch (13 

mm). They can reach a total leg span of 1.5-2 inches (38-50 mm). Males are about half 

the size of females with proportionally longer legs. 

Web: Black widows build erratic-looking tangle webs. Their webs are often located 

inside homes in corners or cupboards and look like numerous loose strands of web. 

The female will spend most of its time in or very close to its web. If you see an 

unprofessionally looking, small web, you might be dealing with a widow spider. Don’t 

reach out to touch the web with your hands as this might scare the spider and cause 

it to attack. This is especially likely if the web contains egg sacs. Most of the reported 

black widow bites occur to the limbs, especially hands. Spider webs are best removed 

with a broom with a long handle.  

The mere existence of a tangled web is not indicative of a black widow spider. The 

closely related and not medically significant false widow spiders (genus Steatoda, page 

53) create similar webs.  

Bite Effects: Even though black widows are considered some of the most dangerous 

spiders in the U.S., the symptoms of most bites are limited to local pain as well as 

some redness and swelling. In 2013, a total number of 1,866 black widow bites have 

been recorded across the U.S. Only 14 of them (0.7%) required medical attention and 

none were fatal, according to the American Association of Poison Control Centers 

In some cases, the spider injects enough venom to cause severe effects on humans 

after 30-60 minutes. These symptoms include: 

- Muscle cramps around the bite area that can last up to 12 hours 

- Fever, nausea, chills, sweating 

- Headache 

- High blood pressure 

What to do if bitten: Follow the advice described in the section on how to treat 

spider bites on page 15. If possible, without getting into any further danger, try to 

catch or photograph the spider as this will help medical professionals identify the 

spider so they can treat you accordingly.  

Range and Habitat in California: Western black widow spiders are found 

throughout California. They prefer dry and arid habitats and are most common in the 

desert areas in Southwestern California.  

    
Young female Adult female1 Adult male2 Adult female3 

 
1 LatrodectusHesperusVenterLLCJones by gilaman under CC BY 2.0 

2 2020.10.03_20.25.05_IMG_9458 by Andrey Zharkikh under CC BY 2.0 
3 IMG_8295 by matt maves under CC BY 2.0 



Similar-Looking Spiders: Depending on their maturity level, western black widows 

can be confused with some of their close relatives.  

 

Juvenile western black widows are 
often confused with brown widow 
spiders (Latrodectus geometricus, 
Page 50), an introduced species 
originally from South Africa that is 
common in Southern California and 
the southeastern United States. Brown 
widow spiders are not medically 
significant. In areas around San Diego 
and Los Angeles, the brown widow 
spider is increasingly displacing the 
black widow spider. Brown widows 
have a similar venom as black widows 
but as they are only able to deliver a 
smaller dose with a bite, they are not 
considered medically significant.  

 

 

 

Adult western black widows can easily 
be confused with another member of 
the tangle web spider family 
(Theridiidae), Steatoda grossa, 
commonly called the false black 
widow (Page 53). While the body shape 
of both spiders can be almost identical, 
the overall body color of the false black 
widow is often dark brown or purple. If 
that’s the case, you are not looking at a 
black widow. Also, if you can get a 
glimpse of the underside of the spider’s 
abdomen, the lack of a red hourglass 
shape is also an indication for a false 
black widow.  

 

♀ 

♀ 



Spider identification resource pages 

Now that we have hopefully ruled out that you are dealing with a potentially 

dangerous spider, we can move onto our resources to help you identify common 

California spiders. The next few pages contain a quick overview of key identification 

characteristics of the most common spiders in California: the overall body shape, web 

types, an overview of the eye arrangements and an overview of these species.  

These resources are aimed at helping you identify common California spiders more 

quickly. If the identification guide does not immediately point you to the right 

overview page for your spider species, you can browse through the spider family detail 

pages starting on page 35.  

Most common spiders found in California 

Despite the seemingly endless variety of spiders in California, most sightings and ID 

requests on the USAspiders.com website is for the spiders illustrated below. If your 

spider looks exactly like or similar to one of the ones below, you can jump right to 

the referenced page number in the book to find more details about the species and 

their relatives.  

 
Noble false widow  

(Steatoda nobilis, page 35) 

 
Brown widow  

(Latrodectus geometricus, page 50) 

 
Black and yellow garden spider 

(Argiope aurantia, page 36) 
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

Huntsman spider  
(Heteropoda venatoria, page 71) 

Common house spider (Parasteatoda 
tepidariorum, page 55) 

Flower crab spider  
(Thomisidae, page 60) 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

European garden spider (Araneus 
diadematus, page 38) 

Yellow sac spider (Cheiracanthium 
sp., page 85) 

Crevice weaver  
(Kukulcania sp., page 82) 

 
 

 
  

Cellar Spider  
(Pholcidae, page 59) 

Wolf spider  
(Lycosidae, page 65) 

Grass spider  
(Agelenopsis sp., page 62 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Woodlouse hunter  
(Dysdera crocata, page 81) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Bold jumping spider  
(Phidippus audax, page 81) 

Triangulate cobweb spider (Steatoda 
triangulosa, page 57) 

 
 

 
 

 

Trapdoor spider (page 96) 
Tarantula  

(Aphonopelma sp., page 94) 
Western spotted orb-weaver 

(Neoscona oaxacensis, page 40) 



Common spider web types and identification 

The shape of a spider web is a great way to identify the spider family. While many 

spiders do not spin any webs at all, several spider families create distinctive web 

shapes. Below is an overview to help you identify the spider families for the most 

common web types: 

Circular orb-shaped webs  

 

Orb webs are geometrically shaped, 
round or oval that catch flying 
insects. They are usually found 
outside in the forest or in gardens 
and are created by orb-weaver 
spiders. None of them are medically 
significant.  
If you found a vertically oriented 
orb web (as shown in the 
illustration), the spider belongs to 
the family Araneidae (page 35) 
If you found a horizontally oriented 
orb web (flat), the spider belongs to 
the family Tetragnathidae (page 
47) or Uloboridae (page 49). 

Funnel webs  

 

Funnel webs are generally thick and 
white with a funnel on the side or in 
the middle. The spider hides in the 
funnel and feels any vibrations on 
the web. As soon as a prey touches 
the web, the spider will run out of 
the funnel then bite and entangle it 
further in the web.  
Funnel webs are often found 
outside in the open on grass, around 
tree trunks as well as inside in 
corners.  
They are an indication for a funnel-
weaving spider (Agelenidae, page 
62) or a crevice weaver 
(Filistatidae, page 82). 

Cobwebs or tangle webs  



 

Tangle webs, or cobwebs, are 
irregular, erratic looking webs that 
consist of countless thin silk strands. 
They are often found inside homes 
and are an indication of a tangle-
web spider (Theridiidae, page 50) or 
a cellar, or daddy long-leg, spider 
(Pholcidae, page 59). However, 
several other less common spiders 
also create erratic tangle webs. 

Flat sheet webs 
 

 

Trapdoor spiders 

Sheet webs are flat webs that are 
usually found on the ground or few 
inches off the ground. They are often 
built by small, hard-to-identify spiders 
in the following families: Linypiidae 
(page 93), Hahniidae (page 105), 
Pimoidae (page 103), Diguetidae 
(page 99), Titanoecidae (page 102). 

 

Even though they are not webs in 
themselves, another type of spider 
construction is the trapdoor. 
Trapdoor spiders (infraorder 
Mygalomorphae, page 94) create 
underground burrows that are sealed 
by a trapdoor. As soon as a prey 
animal gets close enough to the 
burrow, the spider will quickly jump 
out through the opening, pull the prey 
back into the burrow and close the 
door behind itself. None of the 
trapdoor spiders found in the United 
States are considered medically 
significant.  



Eye arrangements of common California spiders 

One of the most reliable characteristics to identify spiders is their eye arrangement. 

Most spiders have eight eyes arranged in four pairs, in two rows:  

 
If you manage to get close enough to the spider to see the eyes or get a good enough 

photograph to zoom into the eye pattern, the number, size and arrangement of the 

eyes is often a clear indicator for the spider family. 

Here are the eye patterns of the most common California spider families: 

 
Wolf spiders 

(Lycosidae, page 65) 

 
Grass spiders 

(Agelenopsis sp., page 62) 

 
 

Orb-weavers 
(Araneidae, page 35) 

 
 

False widows (Steatoda sp.,  
pagepage 53) 

 
 
 

Widow spiders (Latrodectus sp., 
page 50) 

 
Ground spiders (Gnaphosidae,  

page 73) 

 
 

Yellow sac spiders (Cheiracanthiidae, 
page 85) 

 
Trapdoor spiders (page 96) 

 
 

Jumping spiders (Salticidae, page 56) 

 



Argiope - Garden Spiders Species Overview 

 Argiope aurantia – Black and Yellow 
Garden Spider 
Range: Common throughout 
California and most of the United 
States 
Size: Female: 0.6-1 in. (15-25 mm); 
Male: 0.2 in. (5-6 mm). 
The legs usually rest in pairs with the 
two front leg and two back leg pairs 
forming an x-shape. Abdomen is 
yellow with a black upside-down skull 
pattern. 

 
 
 
Argiope trifasciata – Banded Garden 
Spider 
Range: Common throughout California 
and most of the United States.  
Size: Female: 0.6-1 in. (15-25 mm); Male: 
0.2 in. (5-6 mm). 
The abdomen is banded with transverse 

yellow or orange and white stripes. The 

legs are black with several orange bands. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Argiope argentata – Silver Garden 
Spider 
Range: Common throughout 
California and most of the United 
States.  
Size: Female: 0.4-0.8 in. (10-20 mm); 
Male: 0.15 in. (4 mm).  
The end part of the abdomen is yellow 
or orange with several spines. The part 
close to the body is silver, and often 
appears reflective in the sunlight. 
 

 

♀ 

♀ 

♀ 


