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Family BUTHIDAE 
Genus Orthochirus Karsch, 1892 (deserts: 
North Africa, Middle East, Central Asia) 

Numerous new Orthochirus species were 
described by our research group in recent 
years. The diversity of this genus in Central 
Asia and Iran has been a subject of 
controversy for over 100 years, and identity of 
most species from this area was unclear. 



To the memory of 
Viktor Krivokhatsky (1954-2021), 
arachnology curator 
in Zool. Institute, St. Petersburg, 
Russia, аn expert on ant-lions



A highly modified 
metasoma (“tail”) with a 
foldable telson 
(“stinger”) and amazing, 
dense (up to 1,000) 
ventral punctations 
(“pits”) housing 
chemosensory sensillae.





The type species, an 
enigmatic Orthochirus
olivaceus (Karsch, 1881) 
(ZMB), from “Sicily” (!) 
(more likely Egypt)



O
Currently, there are 42 species of 
Orthochirus in 10 Asian countries 
(Afghanistan, India, Iran, Iraq, 
Kazakhstan, Pakistan, Tajikistan, 
Turkey, Turkmenistan, and 
Uzbekistan). 
Status of many Central Asian 
populations of Orthochirus is 
currently under revision.
Diversity of the genus in North Africa, 
Levant and the Arabian Peninsula 
requires further study. 



In 2018-19, we had a chance to re-
examine the collection of the great 
scorpiologist Alexei A. BIRULA, kept 
in Zoological Institute, St. Petersburg, 
Russia, including many type specimens. 
Historical sources and travelogues allow 
to identify localities and clarify 
confused toponyms for rare specimens 
collected in 1870s-1900s by many  
prominent zoologists, at the time when 
Russian Empire was actively involved 
in the “Great Game” and colonization of 
Central Asia. 



Alexei A. Byalynitskii-Birulya (or A. A. Birula) (1864–
1937) was a famous Russian zoologist (specializing in 
scorpions and solpugids). 
He survived a polar expedition of the Baron Еduard Toll 
(1902–1903), along with A. Kolchak, the future leader of the 
White Army. 
Birula has worked for decades in the Imperial Zoological 
Museum at St. Petersburg, Russia (ZISP). He described 60 
species and subspecies of scorpions (mostly Buthidae) in 
1896–1928, mainly from the Russian Empire and Iran.  
Birula served as the Director of ZISP, to be dismissed and 
jailed by the Communist regime in 1931. 
At age 70, after three years in a concentration camp, Birula
was exiled to Kazakhstan. He died (or possibly was shot) on 
18 July 1937 in Leningrad.  



Birula, 1917

Birula was a Director of the 
Imperial Zoological Museum in St. 
Petersburg, Russia







Fet (1989): a full list of all scorpion 
specimens from the former USSR in 
ZISP, St. Petersburg (Birula’s collection)



1870-1880s: the last colonial wars of the Russian Empire 
(‘the Great Game’)



Modest N. BOGDANOV
(1841 – 1888)
Accompanied Russian imperial troops 
annexing the Khanate of Khiva 
(now in NW Uzbekistan)



Bogdanov, 1882Kessler, 1874



Orthochirus melanurus (Kessler, 1874)
(Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan)



Russian Imperial 
troops enter the 
Khiva oasis (1873)



Nikolai A. ZARUDNY
(1859 – 1919), a famous Russian 
zoologist who in 1894-1904 traveled 
in southern Persia (now Iran) 



Orthochirus persa (Birula, 1900)
(SE Iran)



Adolph Eduard 
GRUBE (1812-1880), 
Professor of Zoology  at 
the Universität Breslau 
(now the University of 
Wrocław, Poland).  

Orthochirus scrobiculosus (Grube, 1873) 
(Turkmenistan)  



The convoluted story of Grube’s single specimen, which survived two 
world wars, is nothing short of amazing. It personifies 150 years of 
zoological research in Central Asia done by many enthusiastic
naturalists of diverse backgrounds. Adolph Grube was a German zoologist at 
the Universität Breslau (then in Silesia, Germany; now Museum of Natural 
History Wrocław). This is the only scorpion described by Grube who worked 
on various animal groups, mainly on Polychaeta, and was one of the early 
explorers of the Adriatic Sea.



Grube obtained a small collection of “mostly Caucasian” 
arthropods from Gustav RADDE (1831–1903), a famous 
Russian naturalist and geographer of German extraction who 
in 1865 founded the Caucasian Museum in Tiflis (now 
Tbilisi, Georgia). Grube mentioned that his new species was 
found in “Lenkoran, at the altitude of 4000 feet” This was 
an obvious error; Lenkoran is an area in the southeastern 
Russian Transcaucasia (now Azerbaijan), and there are no 
Orthochirus species in Transcaucasia. …The true locality 
was Krasnovodsk (now Türkmenbashi, Turkmenistan), the 
most important port on the southeastern shore of the 
Caspian Sea, founded in 1869 as the Russian Empire began 
its annexation of the Transcaspian Region, now 
Turkmenistan.

Gustav Radde
(1831–1903)



Simon, 1889: Тhe first paper specifically devoted to 
the arachnids оf Transcaspiа (now Turkmenistan)
Simon studied collections of the 1886–1887  expedition 
led by the same Dr. Gustav Radde of the Caucasian 
Museum who supplied Grube’s specimen from 
Krasnovodsk collected in 1870. A detailed report was 
published (Radde, 1886). Simon (1889) described 
Butheolus conchini, collected at “Bely-Bugor” (Russ. 
‘White Hill’) on 27 April 1886 by the geologist Afanasy 
M. Konshin (1854–after 1919), one of the early oil 
prospectors in the Caucasus and Transcaspia. 
‘White Hill’ refers to a sandy hill overlooking the Caspian 
Sea that served as a landmark for ship pilots, not far 
from the Iranian border.



Thank you!
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