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The jewelry and costumes illustrated in this book are part of the collection of David and Marjorie Ransom

FRONTISPIECE. Sanaa: headdress (qunba‘i), gilded silver embroidered on black polyester, mid-twentieth century • Zabid: 
headdress with brass coins, 28 cm, mid-twentieth century • Sanaa: hairpieces (maratiq), 13 cm, with red ceramic beads, worn 
only by the bride at her wedding • Northern mountains: hairpieces (mashaqir), 15 cm, worn mostly by Khawlan Sanaa brides 
(just the dangles show below the left chin) • Sanaa: amber beads (saddaq), 35 cm, made of real processed amber (the gilded coin 
pendant is called masht because of the comb-like piece affixed to the Imam Yahya coin, dated ah 1344 (ad 1925)) • Sanaa: gilded 
necklace with original string, 52 cm, with Gulf pearls, mulberry (tut) beads, and fine filigree beads, several cabochons set with 
glass decorate the central plaque and crescent pendant • Northern mountains: chain (hunaysha), 42 cm, worn as bridal chain • 
Sanaa: Czech processed amber beads, 60 cm • Sanaa: silver and coral necklace (‘aqd marjan) • Sanaa: black cotton velvet dress, 
embroidered with silver thread • Greenery includes rue (shadhab) and basil (rihan). Photograph by Dagmar Painter.
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——————— 1  ———————

The Allure of Silver Jewelry

In 1960, when I was a graduate student at Columbia University in New York, I 

obtained a study grant to visit the Middle East for the first time. This area subse-

quently became my late husband’s and my area of professional specialization over 

our thirty-year careers as United States diplomats. Toward the end of my initial visit, 

I traveled to Damascus, where I shopped for mementos for my family at a store in 

the Hamadiya Bazaar in the old city. Among the enormous array of Middle Eastern 

handicrafts on display, the wonderful bracelet shown in figure 2 caught my eye. It was 

pewter in color, not shiny, and made the clanking sound of a camel caravan. It held 

for me all the mystery and allure of the east that I was just getting to know, and its 

bulky size and geometric motif made it very pleasing to the eye. I had to have it! This 

bracelet became my personal signature piece of jewelry for many years to come, and 

the first in a collection that over the years has grown to more than nineteen hundred 

pieces.

2. Mardin, Turkey: bracelet, 12 cm. 
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3.  Najran, Saudi Arabia: 

necklace, 60 cm.
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Five years after that introduction to the Middle East, I married David Ransom, 

whom I had met in a summer Arabic class at Princeton University. As we embarked 

on our tandem diplomatic careers, Arab silver jewelry became a joint pursuit. In the 

late 1960s, while posted in Jeddah, we learned that old family pieces were melted 

to make new jewelry for a bride. We began asking to see the baskets of discarded 

jewelry in silversmiths’ shops destined for their melting pots and found lovely old 

Saudi pieces ready for destruction. Together we felt an urge to learn, document, and 

preserve an art form that we both found unique and beautiful. Some of the jewelry 

pieces were coarsely made, clearly done by amateurs or beginners. Others were more 

artistically assembled, such as the necklace in figure 3 that we rescued from a Jeddah 

melting pot. David not only shared my enthusiasm but over the years, on his own, 

found some of our best pieces, for example the gilded silver medallions in figure 4. 

Our two postings to Yemen, in 1966 and 1975, proved pivotal to our study of 

silver and to the expansion of our collection. Yemeni Jewish craftsmen were known 

4. Taif, Saudi Arabia: gilded silver medallions 

purchased by David Ransom in 1969. 
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5. Silver Speaks exhibition catalog. 
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throughout the Middle East for their delicate work; they had comprised much of the 

silversmithing craft in North Yemen prior to their 1949 exodus to Israel. Although 

there were many fine Yemeni Muslim silversmiths, the art form was clearly threat-

ened when the Jews departed. Preservation became for us a principal goal. 

By the mid-1970s I was wearing beautiful old Arabic silver jewelry to nearly all 

diplomatic events I attended in order to spread knowledge of and appreciation for 

this unique art form. Our collection grew over the course of postings in Sanaa, 

Damascus, and Cairo and evolved from pieces just for me to wear, to larger and 

more spectacular pieces as adornment for our residences. We bought headdresses, 

hairpieces, and enormous belts. When we displayed them on our walls and tabletops 

we were able to compare pieces from different countries and regions and note the 

missing pieces to seek out. Making the collection as complete as possible became an 

important part of our lives.

After my retirement from the Department of State in 2001, a chance encounter 

with exhibit designer Ellen Benson from Washington, D.C.’s Bead Museum inspired 

me to organize my silver collection, which had been gathering dust in locked cases in 

my home. Together we agreed to assemble the exhibit Silver Speaks: Traditional Jewelry 

of the Middle East from the best of my pieces from five of the countries where I had 

served: Egypt, Oman (my actual posting was next door in the United Arab Emir-

ates), Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Yemen. As I wrote exhibition captions for the jewelry, 

I became woefully aware of how limited my information was. I had collected good 

pieces, but I had not gathered information about the original wearers of the silver 

and the significance the pieces had in their lives. 

The exhibition proved to be a great success and introduced many Americans to 

the beauty and craftsmanship of Arabic silver jewelry, as well as reigniting in many 

Arab visitors a renewed interest in the material culture of their countries.

Contacts I made while working on Silver Speaks led to an invitation to lecture on 
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Yemeni silver jewelry at a seminar on Yemeni culture sponsored by the Freer Gallery 

in Washington in 2002. Dr. Abdulkarim al-Eryani, a special adviser to the president 

of Yemen, was in attendance and later encouraged me to research Yemeni silver 

further. Two grants from the American Institute for Yemeni Studies enabled me to 

study the history of traditional silver jewelry in Yemen during various stays between 

2004 and 2007, visits that together totaled over a year.

Yemen, with a greater tradition of silver jewelry than any other Arab country, 

was a rich repository for research. And while Yemeni society is inherently conserva-

tive, its people are quite open to foreigners and interested in their lives. My knowl-

edge of and affection for Yemen, born during our two diplomatic postings there, 

grew enormously through daily encounters with, for instance, taxi drivers. In my 

first lengthy stay I lived a long taxi ride across town from the old city where I was 

conducting my research and I relied on them twice daily to ferry me to and fro. One 

day, the taxi driver I hailed was a tribesman from the Khawlan area northeast of 

Sanaa. As we drove together, he asked me details of my life. Where was I from? Was I 

married? How many children did I have? He told me similar facts about his life. Then 

he wanted to know what had brought me to Yemen. I told him I had a scholarship 

to study Yemeni silver jewelry. That really impressed him. He looked at me quizzi-

cally in the rear-view mirror and asked, “How old are you?” It is not a question that 

I always like to answer, but I said, “Sixty-seven.” He drew to an abrupt stop on the 

side of the road and proclaimed to me in a loud, emphatic voice, “You are a bulbul 

[nightingale]! When Yemeni women are your age,” he said, “they are all worn out 

and good for nothing but sitting at home. You must marry a Yemeni and stay with 

us in Yemen!” Another taxi driver quizzed me about my daughters. He was pleased 

that two had married and had children, but he was concerned that the eldest had not 

married. “Don’t worry,” he said, “I will marry her!” 

The boldest interlocutor I encountered proved to be Said, one of my two guides 
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across southern Hadramaut to Mahra on the Arabian Sea. One very hot day, after 

I had interviewed the two silversmiths in Sayhut, I rented a hotel room so that 

we—Said’s partner Mubarak, my government-imposed bodyguard, and my driver 

Abdulla—could escape the midday heat. To while away the time I passed around 

the album of family pictures I carried with me in Yemen to demonstrate my healthy 

family ties. Included was a picture from our most recent family wedding where we 

had posed with another family close to us. They have two beautiful daughters. Said 

asked if they were married and with all earnestness declared his intent to marry the 

younger. I did not take him seriously, of course, but my driver told me later that Said 

told him he was thinking of taking an American wife. He said this despite the fact 

that he already had two wives and seven children! I call it Yemeni nerve.

6. Mahra, April 2005, le� to right: 

Said, a bodyguard, Mubarak, and Abdulla. 
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Throughout this book I will share other tales of Yemeni boldness, but, more 

often, stories of their extraordinary kindness and generosity. Mubarak, for example, 

decided that it was a waste of time and money for my driver, bodyguard, and me 

to commute an hour to and from a hotel in Shihr before traveling east to Sayhut in 

Mahra, so he and Said offered us hospitality in their homes. I slept on a thin mattress 

on the floor of Mubarak’s living room and Said took the two men into his house. 

Before retiring to the family part of his house, Mubarak told me that he would not be 

far away and that I should call on him in case of need. I rose at 3:30 a.m. to go to the 

bathroom and then returned to my bed. When Mubarak was serving us breakfast in 

the morning he said to all assembled, “Marjorie is such a good person. She rose at 

3:30 this morning to say her prayers!” I did not disabuse him. 

Yemenis take great pride in their heritage and welcome attempts by foreigners to 

study it. This can have unexpected consequences. Once I was walking from an old 

house in a section of the old city of Sanaa with which I was not familiar. I asked a 

man passing by with his family if I was headed in the direction of the sayla, the road 

dividing the old city from the new. He affirmed that I was and then walked alongside 

me. He asked where I was from and what I was doing in Yemen. I was wearing my 

big camera around my neck. After I explained that I was researching the traditional 

silver jewelry of Yemen, he asked if I knew Tawila, a small city on the road to the 

capital of Mahwit province. I answered that I did. He asked if I had taken a photo of 

a man wearing a dagger, or jambiya, there. I reflected and then remembered that I 

had photographed a man in Tawila (figure 7) who was wearing a very special jambiya  

made in the distinctive Zaydiya style and in the shape favored by both judges and sada 

(descendants of the Prophet Muhammad). He asserted that Sayyid Hussein al-Ghirsi 

was waiting for a copy of the picture I took of him! I had been in Tawila at least seven 

months earlier; it was a two-hour drive from Sanaa. Yemen is a country of twenty-

some million, and this man found me in Sanaa and pressed his friend’s demand for a 

7. Tawila, Mahwit governorate: 

Sayyid Hussein al-Ghirsi. ‘Sayyid’ is the title 

given to a descendant of the Prophet.
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photo. After that encounter, I made sure to get the photo to Sayyid Hussein quickly. 

Wherever I traveled, silversmiths I approached were ready and willing to talk about 

their craft. Few before me had asked them about their work and they shared their 

histories with enthusiasm. Old ladies literally grew in stature as I asked about their 

wedding jewelry. Not many visitors had previously paid them much attention, then 

suddenly this foreign researcher was there asking them questions. Their eyes shone. 

8. Tawila, Mahwit governorate: 

Sayyid al-Ghirsi’s dagger (jambiya), 

made in Zaydiya, 

photographed May 2005. 
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