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Featured Application: The new findings exhibit for the first time the nonlinear dynamic
phenomena of spider web systems subject to large amplitude precursors stemming from
extreme winds, large deformation, material imperfections, hostile climatic conditions and so on.
This study enables new discoveries and insights by enhancing large deformable finite elements
with energy method. The novel insights can be used (not limited to) as a reference for the analysis,
design, inspection and maintenance of structural membranes, netting cables (or cable-like
structures such as rail overhead conductors), tensegrity structures, soft tissues and soft matter,
and other bio-inspired structures.

Abstract: Spider silk, as a natural material, shows exceptional performance in its properties.
The combination of the superior properties of spider silk and the geometry of spider structures
make the spider web very resilient. A spider web structure can be considered as a cable-like
structure with inappreciable torsional, bending and shear rigidities. An investigation emphasising on
natural frequencies and corresponding mode shapes with and without the consideration of geometric
nonlinearity is presented in this paper. This study is the world’s first discovery of large amplitude free
vibration behaviours of spider web structures. Large deformable finite element 3D models of spider
web structures have been developed and validated. By using the energy method, the variational
model of the spider web structures have been established to further extend the finite element model,
consisting of the strain energy due to axial deformation, kinetic energy due to the spider web
movement and the virtual work caused by the self-weight per unit unstretched length. The emphasis
of this study is placed on the linear and geometric nonlinear behaviour of the spider web structures
considering different structural patterns and material properties. To determine the large-amplitude
free vibrational behaviours, a series of pretension load is applied to the first step in Abaqus to initiate
the nonlinear strain-displacement relationships enabling a precursor to free vibrations. The parametric
studies stemming from structural patterns (the number of radial and capture threads), elastic modulus,
density, and inertia moment have been highlighted. The insight will help engineers and scientists to
adapt the concept of spider webs, their geometric properties, and damage patterns for the design of any
structural membranes, preventing any failure from dynamic resonances and nonlinear phenomena.

Keywords: nonlinear free vibration; natural frequencies; mode shapes; nonlinear geometric behaviour;
nonlinear dynamics; spider web

1. Introduction

The function of a spider web is to capture and hold a rapidly flying insect, which shows
that the spider web has excellent flexibility and resilience. Two aspects of the design of the web
make this possible: the optimised spider silk and the design of the web. Spider silk is one of
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the bio-inspired materials that have shown excellent performance exceeding artificial materials in
their properties [1]. There has been interest in adopting the spider web’s engineering properties in
defence technology and medical applications, including microscopes, telescopes and bomb guiding
systems [2]. Considering it on a weight to weight basis, its tensile strength is sometimes even stronger
than steel and some silks are almost as elastic as rubber. On this ground, silks provide two to three
times toughness of synthetic fibres such as nylon or Kevlar. Unlike man-made polymers, spider silk
can improve in strength without compromising fracture toughness [3]. Besides the superior material
properties of spider silk, spider web structures themselves can be recognised as a pre-stressed system
called tensegrity (tensional integrity) structures [4]. This sort of structure shows a unique combination
of geometry and mechanic properties, and as a result of the optimal distribution of structural mass,
they are highly efficient structures. It is the nature of spider web structures to quickly absorb the energy
as well as constrain drastic oscillations due to the prey impact [5]. The experiments on energy absorption
and dissipation of spider web subjected to flying prey have been studied considering different species
of spiders [6–8]. Moreover, localised damage is a universal feature of spider webs. When a spider web
is subjected to local loading, failure is limited to the loading threads and the loaded thread becomes
a sacrificial element to keep the majority of the web remains intact, and spider webs strength after
slightly damaged [9]. The spider web is so resilient because of its distinctive combination of strength
and stretchiness and the geometrical arrangement of the web. It is noted that the properties of spider
silk have been fully studied [10–12]. However, many researchers only focused on the outstanding
properties of silk rather than the spider web’s structure itself.

It is noticeable that the spider web could experience large deformation due to wind load or prey
trapping [13]. It should be noted that the spider web should be able to trap large prey. This effect allows
the web to absorb high kinetic impacts that would otherwise cause an extension above the elastic
range and therefore destroy the web. The single degree of freedom experiment has been performed to
evaluate the stiffness and damping decay of spider web and it is found that the overall stiffness of
the spider web tends to be nonlinear under shock load [14]. Nevertheless, the studies of the structural
behaviour using advanced finite element modelling regarding the vibration characteristics of spider
webs have not been fully investigated. Hence, this study investigates the large amplitude free vibration
behaviour of the spider web structure. This better insight into its engineering performance can unleash
its applications in battle and defence technology. The large-deformable finite element 3D models
of spider web structures with and without geometric nonlinearities are developed using Abaqus.
According to the virtual work-energy theory, the model is formed from the strain energy owe to
axial deformation, kinetic energy owes to the spider web movement and the virtual work due to
the self-weight per unit unstretched length, and the concept of large-strain, the large-deformation
principle has been used to evaluate natural frequencies and corresponding mode shapes with geometric
nonlinearity. To analyse the performance of spider webs, several parametric studies of the effect of
different patterns, elastic modulus, density, and inertia moment were carried out.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Equations of Motion

The concept of cable structure can be applied to spider silk since the structure of spider silk is
naturally a special class of prestressed system called tensional integrity (tensegrity). Hence, to investigate
the vibration responses of spider silk, the strain energy method considering only axial deformation was
applied. The states of spider silk can be divided into three states: unstretched state, equilibrium state,
and dynamic or displaced state. The first state is the initial unstretched state dS at (x,y). After tension
applied, the cable is elongated and the structure moves to the equilibrium state at dS0 at (x0,y0).
On account of free vibration at dynamic or displaced state ds, spider silk displaces to the position of
(x0 + u, y0 + v, w), in which u, v and w are the hypothetic displacements in the direction of x, y and z-axis,
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respectively [15]. The length of ds0 is an infinitesimal spider silk element, and the equilibrium state can
be represented as

ds0
2 = dx0

2 + dy0
2 or ds0 =

√
1 +

.
y2

0dx0, (1)

Similarly, the equation of displaced state ds can be written as
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u
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Total strain due to stretching of the cable can be derived at the displaced state by
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where ε0 is the initial static strain.
The strain energy equation taking dissipated energy due to stretching of the cable can be written as
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The virtual work done by inertial force can be derived by

δWi = −

∫ l
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dx0, (5)

Total energy (δΠ) can be derived by [15]

δΠ = δU − δWi = 0, (6)

where δΠ is the total energy, δU is a variation of strain energy, δWi is the virtual work done due to
initial force.

The pinned support conditions are applied at both ends of the silk member so that the boundary
conditions are δu = δv = δw = 0 when x0 = 0 and x0 = l. After substituting the boundary conditions
and equilibrium conditions (δ

.
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..
w = 0) into the total energy equation,

the governing equations of motions can be expressed as shown in Equations (7)–(9). These equations
are used to analyse the three-dimensional large amplitude free vibration with the undamped system.EA(1+ε0)
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2.2. Modelling of Spider Web

Many researchers have investigated the mechanical properties of spider silk. In this model,
radial and spiral captured threads are made of dragline silk of the Argiope aurantia spider with a circular
fibre diameter of 4 microns. Generally, spiral threads are made of viscid silk which has lower strength
but higher extensibility than dragline silk and this combination optimise the function of a spider web.
However, in this research, we focussed on the structure behaviour itself, therefore, the same material
properties were applied on both radial and spiral thread. The material properties of spider web used
are listed in Table 1 [4].

Table 1. Engineering properties of the A. aurentia silk [4].

Material Density (kg/m3) Tensile Modulus (GPa) Poisson’s Ratio Strength (GPa) Strain (%)

A. aurantia silk 1098 34 0.49 1.75 26

A large-deformable finite element model of spider web structures with geometric nonlinearities
was developed using Abaqus based on the typical spider web structure. It is noted that there are
two main thread elements in the spider web structure: spiral thread and radial thread as shown in
Figure 1 [9]. The structural performance is dominated by the radial thread while the spiral tread acts
as a non-structural member so that higher forces are required to break the radial thread. Based on
the finite element method, both relatively simple linear problems and nonlinear analysis can be
solved. The spider web model was developed on a 2-D plane (X and Y axis), but it is a 3-D model
because the free vibration of the spider web would happen on the third axis, Z. The analysis is divided
into two parts: linear analysis and nonlinear analysis. For linear analysis, five different patterns
of spider web were built to compare the effects of different parameters and structural patterns on
natural frequencies and corresponding mode shapes. For nonlinear analysis, natural frequencies
extracted from large amplitude free vibration and corresponding mode shapes were investigated,
taking geometric nonlinearities into account.
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Figure 1. Typical spider web geometry.

In this study, six patterns of spider web structure were studied, as presented in Figure 2. The spider
web structure is constructed based on the actual dimensions in previous study [14]. The radii of
spiral threads are 0.3 m and the length of each radial thread is 0.4 m. The overall size of the model is
0.8 m × 0.8 m. The spacing between adjacent spiral threads is 0.03 m for all patterns except patterns 5
and 6 which have the spacing of 0.015 and 0.01 m, respectively. The ratio of the spiral to radial thread
diameter is 1 and the angle between the radial thread is 45, 30 and 22.5 degrees in patterns 1, 2 and 3,
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respectively. Patterns 4 and 5 have the same angle as pattern 1 and its capture threads are series of
concentric circles instead of spiral threads.
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Figure 2. Patterns of spider web.

At first, the spider web was modelled as a truss structure, which means the member only carries
tensile and compressive axial loads without rotation and torque. In addition, truss elements only need
to set the cross-sectional area to define element properties in ABAQUS. As mentioned before, the spider
web was modelled on a 2-D plane while vibrating in a third axis (Z axis), but ABAQUS could not
analyse the frequencies without mass and stiffness matrix on the third axis. Hence, beam elements
were applied instead. Beam element is usually defined by stiffness (K), torque (J), and moment of
inertia (I), but for spider silk, a sort of cable-type element, the bending, torsional and shear rigidities
should be as small as possible. The boundary conditions exhibited the characteristic of spider web
anchorages. From a structural engineering view mentioned in [16], a spider web is a cable structure
whose segments only sustain tension. Therefore, the boundary condition of spider web structure
is similar to the cable structure, which is a pinned support that only permits rotation. It should be
pointed out that the boundary condition was applied to the initial step. Moreover, mesh convergence
analysis was first performed by resizing the element size from 0.01 to 0.2 m to generate a proper mesh
size and accurately compute the FEM results. It is noted that the automated meshing can clearly
provide the proper mesh size, as presented in Figure 3. It is noted that the proper mesh size is 23 mm,
which was generated automatically in ABAQUS.

The linear model extracts natural frequencies due to free vibration. It should be noted that
linear analysis can properly analyse the structural responses restricted to small deformation so that
the small deformation and constant stiffness are the fundamental assumptions of linear analysis.
However, the stiffness may change when the structure is subjected to large deformation. In this model,
geometric nonlinearity is considered. The so-called geometric nonlinearity is that the varying geometric
configuration can cause nonlinear behaviour when a structure experiences large deformations [17].
It includes the effect of large displacement and rotations, snap through, and load stiffening. Therefore,
along with the Nlgeom setting, pretension loads which can change the structural stiffness need to be
applied to the structure to set a geometric nonlinearity as the initial condition of the second step.
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2.3. Model Validation

Due to the characteristic of actual spider webs that are very complex and have different shapes
depending on their types, the accuracy of measurement requires a high level of model accuracy.
Hence, the spider web model is first compared with the previous models [18]. Several models of
artificial spider webs were previously developed in ANSYS to understand the relationship between
natural frequency and the mechanical properties of a spider web. It is noted that nylon and rubber
properties were used for the radial and spiral threads in the artificial spider web, respectively. The model
consisted of 16 nylon radial threads and 12 rubber spiral threads with the spacing of 15 mm. The spacing
between the rubber spiral threads was 15 mm. The diameter of spider silk and its elastic modulus was
adopted to 500–800 µm and 3 GPa, respectively, to match the relevant data [18]. Therefore, a comparison
based on their data could be used to validate the current model. The model was built with an identical
pattern to the previous models used in [18] (Figure 4). The comparison results are presented in Figure 5.
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The bar chart illustrates that the frequencies extracted from Abaqus match the results obtained
from the previous study [18], and the maximum error value under linear analysis is from the comparison
of mode 2, which is 5%. The comparison result verifies that the method used is reliable and can be
developed further.

3. Results and Discussions

3.1. Linear Free Vibration of Spider Web

Six different spider web structures were developed to study the effects of the structural patterns
and material properties including elastic modulus, inertia moment, and density.

3.1.1. Effect of Structural Patterns

There are three cases considered: the effect of a variation in radial thread number; the effect of a
form of capture area; and the effect of a variation in capture thread number. Since the variation in thread
number changes the mass and stiffness of the web, the natural frequencies and their fundamental
mode shapes of the spider web are also changed.

Firstly, the variations of radial threads were investigated. Figure 6 presents the patterns considered
in this study. The differences between these three cases are the number of radial threads. It is noted
that there are 8, 12 and 16 radial threads for patterns 1, 2, 3, respectively. Figure 7 presents the natural
frequencies for the spider web with a different number of radial threads. By increasing the number of
radial threads, natural frequencies of different mode shape are generally increased. Mode shapes 8
and 9 have a cross over phenomenon when the patterns change from pattern 2 to pattern 3. In addition,
the corresponding mode shapes of patterns 1, 2, and 3 are presented in Figure 8. It should be noted
that changing the pattern by increasing the number of radial treads does not have a significant effect in
lower mode as the mode shapes are almost similar for all patterns. However, it is interesting to note
that the snap through behaviour, which is the jump of shape from one to another configuration, can be
observed in modes 6 and 9.
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Secondly, the effects of shapes of capture threads have been considered. The patterns 1 and 4 are
compared as shown in Figure 9. For pattern 1, the form of capture area is a straight spiral thread while
those for pattern 4 is concentric circles. The variation of natural frequencies, influenced by the form
of capture threads, is depicted in Figure 10. At the first three modes, the natural frequencies remain
almost the same, but after mode 4, it becomes obvious that spider web with a straight spiral capture
thread has higher natural frequencies than those with a concentric circle capture thread. It can also
be explained that, as the spider web structure sustains only axial deformation, the structure with
curved member could trigger the follower force and its orientation, leading to buckling behaviour so
easily. This illustrates that the straight spiral thread is likely to provide more stiffness and stability to
the structure rather than a circular shape of capture thread. The first three corresponding mode shapes
are presented in Figure 11.
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Moreover, the effects of the number of capture thread were studied. Figure 12 presents the patterns
4, 5, and 6 of spider web. It should be noted that there are 10, 20 and 30 capture threads for patterns 4,
5 and 6, respectively, which means that the spacing between the capture threads is 0.03, 0.015, and 0.01 m
for pattern 4, 5 and 6, respectively. As the number of capture threads increases, the mesh width
decreases. Figure 13 portrays the variation of natural frequencies of spider webs with the different
number of capture threads. In contrast to the results of the increase in radial threads, the natural
frequencies of all mode shapes are decreased while the number of capture threads increased. This sort
of result shows that the increment of capture threads only significantly changes the mass of the spider
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web structure, while the stiffness of the structure is not obviously affected. The corresponding mode
shapes of patterns 4, 5, and 6 are compared in Figure 14. It is clear that adding more capture threads
results in changing the vibration amplitude and structural stability. It is noted that snap through
behaviour is observed for all modes except for modes 1, 7 and 10. As aforementioned, the straight spiral
thread is the optimum geometry of spider web with stronger structural stability than concentric circles
capture area. In other words, in comparison to spiral capture area, the spider web with the concentric
circles capture area is not that stable and the increase in capture threads does not obviously strengthen
the stability of the spider web structure.

By comparing the frequencies of different the spider web patterns, it can be concluded that
the capture threads play a non-structural role as adding more capture threads results in decreasing
the natural frequencies. Where radial threads are treated as structural members, they can increase
the stiffness of the structure rather than mass, showing the improvement ostructural stability.
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3.1.2. Effect of Elastic Modulus

In this section, pattern 1 has been chosen for the parametric studies. Figure 15 displays the results
for natural frequencies of the spider web with different elastic moduli. In this parametric study,
the original elastic modulus of radial and spiral threads is 34 GPa and changed by increasing or
decreasing by 10% of 34 GPa at each step. It is clear in Figure 15 that by increasing the elastic modulus,
natural frequencies of spider web structure are increased, which contributes to the addition of stiffness.
As the elastic modulus is doubled, the natural frequencies are accordingly increased by 1.4 times.
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3.1.3. Effect of Inertia Moment

As previously mentioned, a single spider silk thread is considered as a cable segment which has
negligible torsional, bending and shear rigidities. Therefore, the inertia moment of material should be
very small, which can be considered as zero. In ABAQUS, the inertia moment cannot be set as zero;
however, the area of cross-section of spider silk, which is a direct proportion to the moment of inertia,
is already very small (4 microns) in this model. However, the inertia moment still can be reduced within
a limited range to investigate the tendency of natural frequencies with low inertia moment. It is noted
that the original value of the inertia moment is 1.256 × 10−23 Pa. Figure 16 shows the variation of
natural frequencies which are influenced by the inertia moment. The natural frequencies decreased as
the inertia moment reduced. It is noticeable that mode shapes 6 and 7 have a cross over at the point
where the value of inertia moment is 3.55 × 10−24. This is due to the structural instability caused by
the change in material properties.Appl. Sci. 2020, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW 13 of 18 
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3.1.4. Effect of Density

The mass of the structure is changed along with the change in the density, which would affect
the natural frequencies. It should be noted that the density of a spider web is generally varied from
about 900 to 1600 kg/m3 [4]. However, this study considers from the realistic value until the significant
changes in natural frequencies are observed. Figure 17 illustrates the tendency of the change in natural
frequencies affected by structural density. By increasing the density, the natural frequencies of spider
web are generally reduced. The density has a significant effect on natural frequencies, especially when
the density is low. However, with the density becoming larger, the trend of this change in natural
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It should also be noted that the Young’s modulus, inertia moment, and density do not significantly
affect the lower modes. However, they can slightly affect the higher modes, as the cross over phenomenon
can be observed, especially when the moment of inertia changed.

3.2. Nonlinear Free Vibration of Spider Web

Large amplitude free vibration of spider webs with geometry nonlinearity is investigated,
considering pattern 1. During the process via iterative solution, the stiffness is updated due to
the large deformation. This part investigates the significance of geometrically nonlinear analysis with
the pretension loads. It should be noted that the pretension loads are applied to create a nonlinear
displacement-strain situation as the initial condition. This section includes the study of natural
frequencies and corresponding mode shapes and parametric study of the effect of Young’s modulus
and density. Figure 18 shows the natural frequencies of spider webs under different pretension loads.
It can be seen that, as the pretension load increases, the natural frequencies increase gently as well.
This is because, along with the growth of the pretension load, the stiffness of the whole structure is
improved, as a result of geometric nonlinearity. It is found that mode shapes 8 and 9 are crossed over at
the pretension load between 1.5625 × 10−7 and 7.8125 × 10−7 N. However, the fundamental frequencies
are quite close, so that the cross over phenomenon is hardly seen in Figure 18. This occurrence is
attributed to the fact that the hardening phenomenon can influence the performance of spider web
structure. Figure 19 depicts the nonlinear frequency ratio (ωN/ωL)2 of the spider web and it shows
that the nonlinear vibrational behaviour of the spider web is also categorised into the hardening state,
especially at mode 1. The nonlinear frequencies are compared with the corresponding linear frequencies
that have been analysed previously. In this study, the pretension force is varied from 10−11 to 10−5 N as
the initial condition. The results are presented in terms of pretension load ratio (pretension force/10−11)
and frequency ratio (Nonlinear frequency/linear frequency).

As the pretension load applied to the structure increases, the whole structure becomes hardening
and the amplitudes of vibrations of all modes are decreased gradually. When the pretension load
applied to 7.8125 × 10−7 N, the hardening level is highest and the fall of the amplitude of free vibration
is mostly obvious. It has to be pointed out that the modes 2, 3, 7 and 10 have a snap through.
The model vibrates back and forth, and as the stiffness of the structure is changed due to the geometric
nonlinearity, the natural frequencies are changed. Hence, structural stability is influenced by the effect
of consideration of geometric nonlinearity. Once the structure becomes unstable, there is a snap
through behaviour.
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Effects of Elastic Modulus and Density

In this section, the effects of Young’s modulus and density of spider web are considered with
the variation of pretension load. The variation of the nonlinear frequency ratio (ωN/ωL)2, influenced by
the elastic modulus, is depicted in Figure 20. Obviously, the elastic modulus significantly affects
the nonlinear frequency. It can be seen, as the elastic modulus reduced, that the degree of hardening
increases in all mode shape. It is noted that the spider web is more sensitive to pretension load
and the hardening phenomenon is more obvious when the elastic modulus is low. In other words,
with the lower Young’s modulus, the structure will lose its characteristic of elastic deformation easier,
even when subjected to a small load. Mode shape 1 has the most obvious hardening phenomenon in
comparison to other modes.
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From Figure 21, it needs to be mentioned that there is a cross over between mode shapes 8 and 9
when the elastic modulus decreases to 2.38 × 1010 Pa and a cross over between modes 7, 8 and 9 when
the elastic modulus decreases to 1.36 × 1010 Pa. This is because the structure becomes unstable as
the hardening phenomenon becomes more obvious during the pretension loads between 1.5621 × 10−7

and 7.8125 × 10−7 N. The high degree of hardening affects the stability of the structure, especially at
the lower elastic modulus, where this affection is more significant.
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Figure 22 demonstrates the nonlinear frequency ratio (ωN/ωL)2 considering the variation of
the density of the spider web. It is clearly seen that the density also plays a role in structural stability
as the structure easily exhibits the hardening state when the density is increased. These nonlinear
phenomena are similar to the dynamic behaviours of highly slender structures [19–21]. However,
it is noted that the cross over phenomenon is not observed.
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4. Conclusions

This paper presents the investigation of natural frequencies and the corresponding mode of
spider web under different conditions. The analysis includes the consideration of structural shape
and geometric nonlinearity. The different patterns indicate that the increase in radial threads indeed
improves the stiffness of the whole structure, while the increase in capture threads increases the mass
of the structure. This implies that the radial threads play a significant role in the structural performance
and are structural members, whereas the capture threads represent non-structural members. The effects
of material properties including elastic modulus, inertia moment and density are also investigated.
These properties significantly affect the natural frequencies and the crossover phenomenon can
be observed in higher modes of vibration. Due to the change in structural pattern and material
properties, the characteristics of the structure itself have been influenced, such as the structural
stability and the stiffness. This explains why the crossover phenomenon of frequencies between two
different mode shapes and the snap through behaviour exist. It is noted that nonlinearity has a strong
influence on spider web structure. By increasing the pretension load, the nonlinear vibration behaviour
is categorised into the hardening state. The outcome of this study will help a structural engineer to
adapt the concept of spider web’s structure and its properties in the design of any larger structures.
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