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Marjorie Ransom and her late 
husband David Ransom fell in 
love with the silver jewellery of the 

Middle East at the start of their careers in 
the US diplomatic service in the 1960s. In 
the markets of Jeddah they found beautiful 
old pieces being discarded and melted down 
as gold became increasingly popular and 
silver became old-fashioned. Th is fuelled 
their resolve to collect as many examples as 
possible before they were lost forever, and 
during their decades in the region, including 
Yemen in the 1960s and 1970s (when 
many of us researchers benefi ted from 
their help and hospitality), they amassed 
a unique collection of over 1900 pieces. 
As well as preserving the silver, they also 

displayed it wherever and whenever they 
could to stimulate interest. Th ey adorned 
their residences with choice pieces hung 
on walls or arranged in cabinets; Marjorie 
invariably attended offi  cial functions 
bedecked in spectacular bracelets, necklaces 
and pendants; and she has exhibited at 
the Bead Museum in Washington DC, the 
Arab-American museum in Dearborn, and 
museums in New York and California.

Aft er she retired in 2001, Marjorie 
decided to embark on fi eld research in 
order to document her collection as best she 
could, and spent a total of a year in Yemen 
between 2004 and 2007. She visited most 
regions of the country by motor vehicle or 
on foot, except for the province of Sa`dah 

which was at war. Armed with portfolios of 
photographs, and helped by her drivers and 
guides, she hunted for present or former 
silversmiths and traders and their families, 
and interviewed older women who had 
once worn the jewellery (or still did), and 
could remember the associated customs. 
Th e book is partly a travelogue of these 
intrepid journeys and describes chance 
encounters along the way, which bring the 
people and the research to life. I wished for 
more.

Despite the ambitious geographic scale 
of this enterprise, the diffi  culties of travel 
in the rugged terrain, and the dwindling 
numbers of knowledgeable informants, 
Marjorie was able to collect important 
basic information on the provenances, 
nomenclature and manufacture of the 
jewellery. Th is book features hundreds of 
pieces from the Ransom collection dating 
to the 20th century, and focusses mainly on 
the artifacts. A second planned volume will 
focus mainly on the silversmiths who made 
them, and will include illustrations of older 
pieces.

Aft er forewords by Dr.Abd al-Karim 
al-Iriani, a prominent Yemeni politician, 
and anthropologist, Dr Najwa Adra, there 
follow introductory sections by the author 
about her background and motivation, the 
historical and geographical context, the 
cultural signifi cance of silver jewellery, and 
the Maria Th eresa thaler or dollar – the 
main source of the silver used. Th e bulk 
of the book then discusses and illustrates 
Yemeni jewellery region by region. Th e 
silver of Yemen is widely considered the 
fi nest of the Arabian area, but even those 
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familiar with it will be surprised by the 
diversity and beauty of the pieces illustrated.

Th e categories of jewellery described 
include belts, bracelets, anklets, necklaces 
of chains, coins and pendants, amulet cases 
(square, cylindrical and triangular), head 
ornaments, earrings, and rings for the 
nose, fi ngers and toes. Hundreds of choice 
examples, photographed by Robert Liu, 
are beautifully illustrated in colour and 
black and white, including some stunning 
details which enable us to admire the fi ne 
workmanship. Th ese are interspersed with 
illustrations of embroidered dresses, and 
photos of landscapes, villages and people – 
though regrettably few of women wearing 
jewellery because of cultural sensitivities.

Th e book provides the Arabic term for 
each piece illustrated (in too faint captions), 
and for the diff erent styles and techniques, 
some of which are widespread, some 
specifi c to particular areas. A variety of 
silver-working techniques were employed 
including drawn wire work, looped wire 
work, fi ligree and granulation. Some of 
these go back to pre-Islamic times, and will 
hopefully be described in greater detail in 
the second volume. 

As well as identifying the regional or local 
provenances of most pieces, the author was 
occasionally able to attribute them by style, 
standard of workmanship or signature (for 
a few have the maker’s stamp) to individual 
craft smen. In some cases this enabled her to 
track down the makers or their families to 
their mutual delight. 

Women originally acquired their 
jewellery as part of their marriage 
settlements, and this cultural requirement 

sustained the craft  of silver-working 
throughout the country. Sadly it is now in 
possibly terminal decline. Th e majority of 
silversmiths, and the fi nest, were formerly 
Yemeni Jews, and their emigration to 
Israel in 1949-50 inevitably threatened the 
survival of the craft . However, as Ransom 
points out, there were always Muslim men 
(and some women) who worked silver, and 
others were taught the craft  by their Jewish 
neighbours before their departure. So the 
craft  continues, albeit on a very reduced 
scale. It is diffi  cult for silversmiths to 
compete with the new fashion for gold. 

Th is book glows with the author’s love 

and respect for the country and people of 
Yemen, and it does them proud. Everyone 
who shares her fascination with Yemeni 
culture will want a copy. It will also be an 
indispensable reference for collectors and 
museums.

    
Shelagh Weir is a member of the Editorial 
Board

(Opposite) Gilded necklace (muriyya), work of 
silversmith  Abd al-Shaykh Basa’awad, Mahra

(Left) Silver and nickel belt (hizam), worn by 
unmarried women for religious feasts and 
weddings, Wadi Daw`an, Hadramaut

(Below, left) Jewish woman wearing silver 
ornaments, Sa'dah region, Yemen (1974)

(Below, right) Hinged bracelets (tafi ya), and 
an amulet (muthallath), in cut out technique 
(takhrim), Zaydiyya, Hodeida governorate©
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