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70 years of Arachnology in Georgia:
Tamara S. Mkheidze (1915-2007)

The study of Caucasian spiders started more than 140
years ago with a study by L. Koch (1866) on a collection
of spiders from the Transcaucasus. During the following
70 years arachnological studies were conducted
exclusively by specialists from abroad, e.g. from Russia
(A. L. Kroneberg, E. Verzhbitsky, A. M. Zavadsky, D. E.
Charitonov) or even farther away (L. Koch, W.
Kulezynski, E. Simon, T. Thorell).

Tamara Severyanovna Mkheidze was the first native
arachnologist of the Caucasus region. She was born on
22nd December 1915 in Kutaisi (west Georgia). She
learnt Russian from her father, Severyan Nikolayevich
Mkheidze who was a teacher of Russian in school.
Tamara Mkheidze’s mother Mariam Narimovna Mosidze
was a housewife. After graduating from school in 1931
she enrolled in the Stalin University, Thilisi (nowadays
Ivane Javakhishvili University). There she studied for nine
years and continued work after graduating, initially as a
laboratory assistant in the department of invertebrate
zoology. Starting in 1949 she taught invertebrate and
entomological zoology for several decades until her
retirement in 1990. During these years her teaching and
research activities encompassed the whole territory of the
country of Georgia. After 1990 Tamara Mkheidze
remained active for a further 16 years and continued
giving seminars in invertebrate zoology as well as field
courses around the capital, Thilisi, right up to her mortal
disease in 2006.

Tamara Mkheidze’s passion for spiders started during
her university studies in the 1930s. In 1939 she met the
well-known Russian arachnologist Dmitri E. Charitonov
[Kharitonov] in Perm (Urals) to gain more insight into
arachnology (Figure 2). As a result of this trip Tamara
Mkheidze published her first article on Georgian spiders
in 1941 which, as most of her works, was published in
Georgian. In 1943 she defended her doctoral thesis on the
spider fauna of Georgia. Dmitri Charitonov played a
major role in the work of Tamara Mkheidze because the
1930s were the most productive of his life and he also
studied Caucasian spiders, especially cave-dwelling
species. They frequently consulted each other while
Dmitri  Charitonov helped T. Mkheidze with
determinations and gave voucher specimens to
Mkheidze’s collection. He also became the scientific
supervisor of Tamara Mkheidze’s doctoral thesis and
introduced to her his student Alexandr S. Utochkin, with
whom she later cooperated in studies on the thomisid
genus Xysticus.

It should be mentioned that in the early years of T.
Mkheidze’s career — and even in the 1990s — it was very
difficult to study Caucasian spiders. First of all there was
a lack of descriptive works by earlier authors. Also, L.
Koch’s figures were very schematic and E. Simon’s
publications had no figures at all. At the same time in
Georgian libraries there was (and still is) a great shortage
of literature. The adjacent faunas of the Northern
Caucasus, Iran and Turkey are still only poorly known.

On the other hand the arachnodiversity of the
Caucasus is very high. Endemism is around 20% in
Araneae and ranges up to 90% in Dysderidae or 100% in
Nemesiidae (Marusik et al., 2005). Continuing lack of

Figure 1. Tamara Severyanovna Mkheidze.

literature, voucher specimens and correspondence with
experts abroad made studies very difficult for T.
Mkheidze and subsequent research by P. M. Dunin and E.
F. Guseinov.

During the late 1990s, and due to the spread of the
internet, communication with colleagues worldwide
intensified and excellent revisions of Near East spiders by
G. Levy allowed the young generation of Caucasian
arachnologists (E. F. Guseinov, N. Y. Snegovaya, V. D.
Pkhakadze) to study the Caucasian arachnofauna more
effectively.

T. S. Mkheidze described 36 spider species from 12
families (2 Araneidae, 1 Clubionidae, 11 Dysderidae, 1
Eresidae, 1 Gnaphosidae, 1 Linyphiidae, 8 Lycosidae, 1
Nemesiidae, 1 Philodromidae, 1 Salticidae, 7 Thomisidae
and 1 Uloboridae). Besides the spiders, Tamara studied
and described other arachnids as well (Opiliones and
Hyrachnidia Acari). A complete list of species described
by Tamara Mkheidze is given by Marusik (2008).

Tamara Mkheidze made great contributions to the
faunistic knowledge of her home country and beyond. Of
the roughly five hundred known species in Georgia she
had reported 226 for the first time and 119 species were
first records for the Transcaucasus region, from which
around one thousand species are known so far. Tamara
Mkheidze also reported one genus and nine species for the
first time from the Caucasus as well as from the Soviet
Union (Mkheidze, 1997).

After the untimely death of her husband Lavrosi
Kutubidze (31st August 1911 — 13th November 1977)
Tamara Mkheidze virtually ceased to publish new studies.
This was partly due to the fact that her husband — a known
Georgian hydrobiologist — helped her compose the
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Figure 2. From left: Kuznetsova Yelena
Georgiyevna, Xenia Nikolayevna Bel'tyukova,
Tamara Mkheidze and Dmitri E. Charitonov (Perm,
15th September 1939).

scientific manuscripts. Although she had good skills in
Russian, Tamara Mkheidze was not very skilled in
scientific Russian writing. She was, however, able to
resume her studies with the help of her former student
Veriko Pkhakadze, whose diploma and doctoral thesis
Mkheidze ultimately supervised. Together they published
six articles between 2005 and 2006. Veriko Pkhakadze
defended her doctoral thesis in 2006 and dedicates herself
to the study of the fauna, ecology and zoogeography of
the spiders in the region surrounding Tbilisi. Tamara
Mkheidze considered and trained Veriko Pkhakdze to be
her successor in the study of Georgian spiders, and she is
now curator of the arachnological collections in the
Georgian State Museum in Thilisi. In this collection most
of Mkheidze’s material is now deposited as well as
material originating from D. E. Charitonov and S.
Spassky. Some of her material is deposited in Perm State
University and some dysderids that T. Mkheidze gave to
P. M. Dunin are now in the Zoological Museum of the
Moscow State University (Mikhailov, pers. comm.).

Tamara Mkheidze’s most important  scientific
contribution was her monograph on Georgian Spiders —
Systematics, Ecology and Zoogeography, published in
Georgian in 1997 and based on the material she had
collected between 1937 and 1980. Although the
manuscript had been mostly finished when her husband
was still alive, she postponed its publication for several
reasons. First of all, during the 1980s it became
increasingly difficult for Tamara Mkheidze to obtain
recent scientific publications from abroad and even other
Soviet arachnologists ceased to send new reprints to her.
Therefore newly described species from the region and
Georgia (e.g. by P. M. Dunin, A. V. Tanasevitch, K. Y.
Eskov, K. G. Mikhailov, S. Heimer, J. Buchar, J.
Wunderlich) or new synonymies could not be considered
in the monograph’s manuscript. After the disintegration of
the Soviet Union in the 1990s and unstable political and
economic conditions in Georgia, publication was further
delayed until 1997.

Tamara Severyanovna Mkheidze died on the 11th
April 2007 after a short and severe illness.

We are indebted to V. Pkhakadze, N. Y. Snegovaya,
K. Mikhailov, S. Esyunin and S. Shetekauri for valuable
information on the life and work of Tamara Mkheidze.
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Psalmopoeus reduncus (Karsch, 1880)
a Theraphosid Spider New to Panama

by Ray Gabriel

The theraphosid spider fauna of Panama is at present
under researched with twelve species currently
acknowledged from the isthmus. There are three species
of Psalmopoeus Pocock, 1895 currently listed by Platnick
(2008) as coming from Panama: Psalmopoeus intermedius
Chamberlin, 1940, P. pulcher Petrunkevitch, 1925 and P.
rufus Petrunkevitch, 1925. A fourth Central American
Psalmopoeus species, P. maya Witt, 1996 is known only
from Belize.

During a trip to Panama in October 2003 the author
encountered two brown arboreal theraphosids on Isla
Colon and Isla Solarty in the Bocas del Toro province
archipelago. Neither specimen was collected since permits
had not been obtained. No further arboreal specimens
were found during consecutive visits to Panama in April
and October 2004 and April 2006. On the latest visit to
Panama in April 2008 a freshly moulted juvenile arboreal
specimen (Figure 1) was found in the grounds of the Lost
and Found Eco Lodge, near the small town of Valle de la
Mina on the edge of the Fortuna Forest Reserve, Chiriqui
province (altitude 1255 m). An exuvia of a second
specimen was found in a hole in a tree on Isla Colon in the
same jungle “garden” around 7 m from where the first
specimen was found in 2003 (c.1 m above sea level):
These specimens were collected, under permit, for further
study in the UK.

Examination of the prolateral face of the palpal coxa
of both the exuviae revealed a typical Psalmopoeus-type
stridulating organ. These specimens were found to be
similar to those of Psalmopoeus reduncus (Karsch, 1880),
a species previously known from neighbouring Costa Rica
and Belize (Reichling 2003), but until now unrecorded
from Panama. The known distribution of P. reduncus
provided by Valerio (1980) is consistent with these
Panamanian finds, with no major geographical obstacles
to prevent the spread of this species into Panama.

Spiderlings and juveniles of Psalmopoeus species are
very distinctive and the species can be identified from a
young age based on coloration/markings (Figures 3-6).
Having captive bred and raised specimens of P. pulcher
and P. reduncus, the Panamanian specimens collected in
2008 do not resemble any of the stages of P. pulcher, but
are very similar to those of P. reduncus which is highly
variable in coloration (from tan to black), even within the
same population (Valerio 1980, Smith 1987 and pers.
obs.). The leg markings of the exuviae from the juvenile
Panamanian specimen are almost identical to juvenile P.
reduncus.

I am satisfied that the specimens found in 2008 are
neither  Psalmopoeus intermedius nor P.  rufus.
Psalmopoeus intermedius, based on the description, is
probably a junior synonym of P. reduncus, while P. rufus
may be a junior synonym of P. pulcher. Petrunkevitch
appears to have been unaware of the sexual dimorphism
exhibited within most Psalmopoeus species. Psalmopoeus
pulcher Petrunkevitch, 1925, a male collected by William
J. Bearg, being the first species described in his 1925
paper would take priority over P. rufus Petrunkevitch
1925, the second specimen described in his paper which is
probably the female of the species.
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