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Present-day Yemen extends from the Red Sea to the border of Oman in the 

east, and from the border of Saudi Arabia in the north to the Gulf of Aden 

in the south. From the ninth century until the mid-twentieth century, 

North Yemen was ruled by imams, descendants of the Prophet Muham-

mad, known in Yemen as sada or ashraf. A revolution in 1962 overthrew the 

imamate and established a democratic republic. The southern and eastern 

parts of Yemen were occupied by the British from 1839 until 1967, when 

the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (PDRY) was formed. In 1990, 

the two Yemens were united into the Republic of Yemen. [insert Figure 

4.1]

The jewelry in my period of study—from the mid-nineteenth century 

 Regional Styles of Jewelry and Costumes



30    section    section    31

5

SANAA

Sanaa, the capital of Yemen, is one of the oldest cities in the world and one 

of the best-preserved traditional Islamic cities in the Arabian Peninsula. It 

is also the highest capital city in the Middle East, situated at 2195 meters 

above sea level. Seated on major trade routes that date back centuries, it 

has as many as forty distinct markets and several ancient caravanserais 

[insert Figure 5.1] that housed visiting caravans, their animals, and their 

wares. The old city of Sanaa is a vibrant, lively place where artisans prac-

tice their crafts and people from across the modern city come to shop. 

Extended families inhabit large, old buildings and often live upstairs over 

street- level shops.

 The Northern Mountains
Sanaa, Saada, Amran, Haraz, Mahwit, and Jabal Milhan 
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In the heart of the old city is the salt market, or suq al-milh, where the 

silver market, or suq al-fidhdha, is located. It is where I lived for most of 

my time in Yemen and did much of my research. Silver dealers and silver-

smiths opened their homes to me as they shared valuable information 

about their craft.

Mornings in the market [insert Figure 5.2] are the purview of men 

and the occasional foreigner, as shown in figure 5.2. But the women come 

out to do their shopping for jewelry in the afternoon, after they have 

finished lunch preparations and cleanup. In figure 5.3, two women are 

bargaining over coral. [insert Figure 5.3] I could not get close enough to 

determine whether they were buying or selling—either is possible. The 

woman on the left wears a striped head covering that was originally made 

in Sanaa by the family of Abdul Ghani al-Thulayya. Now cheap Chinese 

copies are sold in the market. This covering is worn by older women in 

Sanaa and the nearby countryside. 

A traditional Sanaani woman wore a popular outer garment (fig. 5.4), 

[insert Figure 5.4] a face veil, with large eye motifs to repel the evil eye and 

an embroidered headpiece [insert Figure 5.5] over a silk dress (fig. 5.5). 

The outer garment was originally made in Indonesia and later in India. 

The wedding dress in figure 5.6 [insert Figure 5.6] dates from the early 
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twentieth century and is an example of the fine couched silver thread em-

broidery used at that time; figure 5.7 shows the work in detail. Thick silver 

thread is laid on the fabric in a pattern and is then attached to the fabric 

by finer thread of the same color. The material is a silk and cotton Syrian 

fabric; additional pieces were used to embellish the sleeves. Cowrie shells, 

mother-of-pearl buttons, and triangular shapes are used in the overall 

decoration of the dress. [insert Figure 5.7] [insert Figure 5.8].

The dress in figure 5.9 [insert Figure 5.9] is an indigo-dyed embroi-

dered cotton dress decorated with mother-of-pearl triangles and brass 

mandrels. 
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The most delicate work in traditional silver jewelry was done by Jewish 

silversmiths in Sanaa and other centers in the northern mountains. Mak-

ing fine silver jewelry is an old tradition, as detailed in chapter 2. Although 

most Jews left Yemen in the late 1940s in Operation Magic Carpet, which 

took Jews from Aden to Israel, silver dealers to this day will use as their 

best sales pitch that the piece is shughl yahudi, or Jewish work. Two promi-

nent silversmiths put their mark on special styles at the beginning of the 

twentieth century. Harun Bawsani (1890–1949) and his offspring and 

followers mastered the Bawsani style, which used silver wire to fashion in-

tricate arabesque filigree designs. Yahya Badihi, working a bit later, special-

ized in intricate granulation.



40    section    section    41



42    section    section    43



44    section    section    45

t h e  n o r t h
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When we visited Bura’ in Hodeida governorate, one of the mountain rang-

es that descend into Tihama, there were no rooms to rent, so we put a tent 

on the school roof, far below our final destination of Ruqab, seen in figure 

8.1 on the upper left. [insert Figure 8.1]This mountaintop settlement was 

once home to five families of Jewish silversmiths. Highly accomplished in 

their craft, they held closely the secrets of their techniques. Today, no one 

in the village works with silver. The hike up to Ruqab was tough. I shared 

a steep stone staircase with donkeys that galloped up and down carrying 

provisions. Once there, I interviewed a blacksmith who had worked many 

years for the silversmiths. A thoughtful schoolteacher on assignment in 

Ruqab invited me to his house to see pieces he had collected and to pho-

Mountains near the Red Sea
Bura’, Rayma, and Wasab
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Taiz is the most populous city in Yemen and the trading center for the 

southern part of the country. Jabal Sabir is the high mountain overlooking 

the city. The women of Jabal Sabir, seen in figures 9.1 and 9.2, [insert Fig-

ure 9.1] [insert Figure 9.2] are renowned as independent traders.7 Theirs 

is the only region I know of in Yemen where women own land and sell their 

produce—they walk down the mountain to Taiz daily to sell their crop of 

qat leaves. Thus, in the period my study covers, from the mid-nineteenth 

to the third quarter of the twentieth century, Jabal Sabir brides drew some 

of the largest bride prices. They wore the particular pieces of jewelry seen 

in figure 9.3. [insert Figure 9.3] 

In the first half of the twentieth century, processed amber beads like 

The Southern Mountains
Taiz, Hogariyya, and Ibb

9.1
Jabal Sabir, Taiz: Sabir woman, 
oil on canvas painting, work of 

Said Alani, 1995. ½ page. 
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those in figure 9.4 [insert Figure 9.4] were popular in the Taiz area. 

Figure 9.5 shows examples of the work Jewish and Muslim silversmiths 

in the Taiz area made to meet the preferences of specific local communi-

ties and Tihama. [insert Figure 9.5] The necklaces in figure 9.6 [insert 

Figure 9.6] were made by Jewish artisans. The bottom piece has a mix of 

coral and composition beads, faceted solid beads and small tut beads, a 

Badihi plaque, and Bawsani ends. The largest coin, a Maria Theresa thaler, 

is dated 1765. As they were usually dated 1780, this is an early coin. A Saudi 

coin is dated 1886 and the Indian rupees are dated from the first decade of 

the twentieth century. The upper necklace was produced for the al-Qubai-

ta area south of Taiz.

9.2
Jabal Sabir women going home from the 
fields to make lunch for the family, June 
2006.

9.3
Jabal Sabir, Taiz: top to bottom; neck-

lace of dangles (namanim abu shathra), 
38 cm, mulberry (tut) divider beads, 

black and white cut agate beads (jaza’), 
and two coral-colored glass beads (mirj); 

six-strand silver necklace (hunaisha), 39 
cm; necklace of German jaza’, 2.65 cm, 

mid-twentieth century; silver choker 
(tanj), 27 cm. Crop from top.

9.4 
Taiz governorate: top to bottom; 

processed amber necklace, 38 cm, 
with Imam Ahmad coin, dated ah 1327 
or ad 1909; necklace of what Yemenis 

call Hadrami amber, 55 cm; necklace 
of amber-colored glass beads, 45 cm; 

necklace of amber composition and 
brown tiger-eye beads, so-called Jabal 

Sabir amber, which was considered a 
treatment for illness. ½ page.

9.5 
Taiz: left to right; upper arm bracelet 

(ma’adhid musannan), 11 cm; heavy high-
grade silver cast upper arm bracelet, 
10.5 cm; upper arm bracelet, 11.5 cm. 

Each is one of a pair. 
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Ahmed Sam’i, a Muslim silversmith in Taiz, who worked after the 

departure of the Jewish artisans in the late 1940s, gave me two examples 

of his work when I visited him in 2004. [insert Figure 9.7] You can see in 

figure 9.7 that his work is fine. The hinged bracelet and the headpiece are 

made in low-grade silver, but that was almost always the case for the labba 

necklaces, which needed the strength of additional base metal.

9.6 
Taiz: top; necklace (muriyya), 

28 cm, made for the al-
Qubaita area between Taiz 
and Aden in the south; bot-

tom; necklace, 48 cm, also 
made for customers from 
south of Taiz, has a Badihi 
plaque and Bawsani ends. 

The largest coin, a Maria 
Theresa thaler, is dated 1765, 

an unusually old one.

9.7 
Taiz: hinged bracelet, 7 cm; 

necklace (labba), 22 cm, both 
the work of Ahmad Sam’i. 
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9.8 
Taiz and Tihama: Indian glass bracelets (balaziq), 7.5 to 8.5 cm, 
worn north to Ibb and all over Tihama, early twentieth century. 
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Indian glass bracelets (fig. 9.8) were widely worn in [insert Figure 9.8] 

the Tihama area and the southern mountains of North Yemen as early 

as the second quarter of the twentieth century. Ali Saidi, a Yemeni friend 

from Ibb province, told a story about the bracelets. When he was twelve 

years old, he was transporting goods on a camel for his father, a merchant. 

He saw a wild dog—Yemen was full of them when he was a boy. They 

roamed freely and were a nuisance. He threw a stone at it. He missed the 

dog and instead struck the mouth of a woman passing by and broke her 

9.9 
Taiz: young women wearing 

Indian glass bracelets on their 
upper arms, ca. 1965. Photograph 

by S.U. Graf.
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front tooth. He was very frightened, thinking that she would be angry at 

him. Instead, she cried out in a loud voice, “Thank God, you did not break 

my glass bracelets!” She was afraid that would bring the evil eye upon her. 

You can see in the Graf photograph in figure 9.9 [insert Figure 9.9] that 

both upper arms of the young Taiz woman are full of glass bracelets.8 It is a 

puzzle how women got them on and how they avoided breaking them. 

The dresses and pantaloons from the Taiz area, figures 9.10 and 9.11, 

have remarkably bright embroidery. 

9.10 
Taiz area: black cotton 
dress with silk hand em-
broidery, worn in Misra, 
in the eastern part of 
Jabal Sabir, mid-twentieth 
century; pantaloons of 
hand-woven cotton, hand-
embroidered with silk/cot-
ton thread. ¼ page.

9.11 
Taiz area: black cotton 
dress heavily embroidered 
with silk and cotton thread, 
first half twentieth century; 
hand-embroidered panta-
loons. ¼ page



64    section    section    65

HUGARIYYA AREA, TURBA [insert Figure 9.12]

Turba is an important marketing center in the middle of the Hugariyya 

region south of Taiz. It also had a community of Jewish silversmiths; an 

example of their work appears in figure 9.13. [insert Figure 9.13] One can 

see local tastes in costume in figure 9.14 [insert Figure 9.14].

9.12 
Turba, Taiz 

governorate: 
view south 

toward Aden, 
October 

2004.

9.13 Turba, Taiz governate: necklace (lazim), 37 cm, with coral and tut beads, as well as chunks of coral in 
cabochons on the central medallion. ½ page.  9.14 Turba, Taiz governate: embroidered black dress from Azaiz 
Hogariyya, between Turba and Misra.  9.15 Ibb: old door with Stars of David, indicating Jewish work, October 
2004.
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IBB

Ibb, a governorate just north of Taiz, had Jewish silversmiths and other 

craftsmen and is known for its old doors. [insert Figure 9.15] The two 

Stars of David on the door in figure 9.15 indicate that it may be the work 

of a Jewish carpenter. As can be seen in figure 9.16, the jewelry of Ibb had 

a distinctive style. [insert Figure 9.16] The necklace in figure 9.17 [insert 

Figure 9.17] [insert Figure 9.17A] was a gift to me from Ali Saidi from the 

Ibb governorate, who told me that his mother wore it. The dress in figure 

9.18 has a straightforward design and may have been worn as everyday at-

tire. [insert Figure 9.18]

9.16 Ibb: left to right; beads (qahhat), 12.3 cm, unique examples, perhaps done as 
a special order; necklace (‘aqd), 33 cm; bracele (tafiya), one of a pair, 5.3 x 5.9 cm. ¼ 
page.

9.17 Ibb: necklace, 59 cm, a gift of Ali 
Saidi to the author, the same Ali Saidi 
of the story on p. XXX about glass 
bracelets. Photograph by author. ½ page  
fIGUrE 9.17A Detail of Ibb necklace in 
9.17. Photograph by author.

9.18
Ibb: indigo-dyed dress 
with hand embroidery.
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t h e  s o u t h
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Hadramaut, the large southeastern governorate of Yemen, is a land with 

green oases and large areas of desert. Saudi Arabia’s Empty Quarter lies 

to the north. Most of the population lives in deep wadis, or valleys, cut 

into a high plateau that Hadramis call the yowl. The largest governorate 

in Yemen, Hadramaut exported migrants to Saudi Arabia and all over 

Southeast and South Asia, as well as to the coastal regions of the Arabian 

Peninsula and East Africa. The society at home remains quite conserva-

tive, despite the fact that so many lived abroad. All of Yemen suffered a 

great loss in the number of silversmiths over the last twenty-five years and 

Hadramaut is no exception. Sayyun, Tarim, and Qatan lost more than half 

and Shihr lost more than two-thirds of their craftsmen.

 Hadramaut
Sayyun
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Wadi Daw’an, famous for its honey, is a quiet, magical place with vistas 

of lovely mud-brick skyscrapers, rich palm groves, and feathery ilb trees 

(Ziziphus spina-christi), which you see in the foreground of the photograph 

in figure 14.1. [insert Figure 14.1] The wadi is also known for its elusive 

Bedouin women, [insert Figure 14.2] who herd their flocks in the oases, 

always wearing their distinctive pointed straw hats. [insert Figure 14.3] 

In the 1938 photo in figure 14.4 [insert Figure 14.4] a young woman 

is dressed up for a special celebration, perhaps her own wedding. She 

wears a mix of jewelry from Mahra and Hadramaut and the typical Hadr-

ami striped dress [insert Figure 14.5], worn on ceremonial occasions in 

the early twentieth century. The silver thread embroidery is couched, a 

 Wadi Daw’an
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HABBAN

Habban, in the remote governorate of Shabwa, was home to a renowned 

colony of Jewish silversmiths who were cut off by distance from their Jew-

ish counterparts in the rest of the country and thus produced a distinctive 

type of silver jewelry. Their special necklace (fig. 18.2) was widely worn by 

Muslim brides throughout Hadramaut. [insert Figure 18.2] The buckle 

on the belt seen in figure 18.3 [insert Figure 18.3] was made in Habban, 

but women in Hadramaut wove the silver mesh shown here. Habban work 

is characterized by applied decoration in diamond and circular shapes and 

red glass cabochons, as seen in figure 18.4. [insert Figure 18.4] Red glass 

was used as a less expensive imitation of carnelian; both were believed to 

 Shabwa
Habban and Ataq
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1 9

Dhali’, Yafi’, and Lahij are three small districts just north of Aden in the 

southern part of Yemen. The jewelry worn there is made of low-cost 

metal—nickel or low-grade silver—but has strong, distinct designs; it was 

probably made in Aden or al-Baidha. I found no silversmiths in Lahij when 

I went there and did not visit Dhali’ or Yafi’, but Najla Shamsan and her 

Yemeni House of Popular Folklore in Aden gave me valuable information 

about the jewelry and costumes of this area. The headpiece in figure 19.2 

[insert Figure 19.2] was worn in Dhali’; it was attached to the turban the 

bride wound around her head and the five dangles on each side would fall 

 Dha l i ,  Ya f i ,  and  Lah j
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