
H
ow a co ll ecti on is ga t h ered and how it is tre a ted

gre a t ly influ en ce its va lu e . Ma ny co ll ecti ons start

innocently enough but develop into something quite

unexpected.A few items purchased with no plan or pattern do

not constitute a collection but if a rationale is devel oped and

opportunities to acquire occur with sufficient f requ en c y, t h e

acc u mu l a ti on can easily become a notewort hy co ll ecti on . In

over twenty-five years of studying a s s em bl a ges of orn a m en t s

in this co u n try, I have fo ll owed the path of m a ny. Even if

one co ll ects with some degree of p a ss i on and a stra tegy, but

the co ll ecti on is not cura ted well , the end result may range

from sad, to tragic or to a waste of resources, on e’s own a n d

those of the cultu res invo lved . For those who caref u lly c a t a l og

and attri bute their co ll ecti on s ,t h eir ef forts can become sign i f i c a n t

and meaningf u l. Museums or other institutions can recogn i ze

the import a n ce of a co ll ecti on and or ga n i ze an ex h i bi ti on

f rom it, a n d / or request that it be don a ted to the i n s ti tuti on .

A number of collectors have even started their own museums,

as with the Picards (see arti cle in this issue) and the Lieses.

The Ra n s om Co ll ecti on of s i lver folk jewel ry from the
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Mi d dle East is inti m a tely con n ected to the profe s s i on a l

lives of the owners. Marjorie and David Ransom were career

d i p l omats of the State Dep a rtm en t , both having s erved

s ome 30 ye a rs before active reti rem ent in 2000-2 0 0 1 . Bo t h

a re Mi d dle East specialists and Ara bic spe a kers . Ma r j orie Ra n s om

bo u ght her first piece of j ewel ry in 1960 wh en she was a

gradu a te stu dent in Damascus, Syri a . Th ro u gh o ut her career

with the U.S. Information Agency, she specialized in cultural

exch a n ge , press and edu c a ti on . She was in ch a r ge of Pu bl i c

Af f a i rs secti ons of Am erican embassies in Sa n a a , Yem en ; Abu

D h a bi , Un i ted Arab Emira te s ;D a m a s c u s , Syria and Ca i ro, Egypt ,

as well as serving in Am m a n , Jord a n . From 1994 to 1997, D avi d

Ra n s om was ambassador to Ba h ra i n , so she is also knowl ed ge-

a ble abo ut that co u n try. While jewel ry co ll ecting was ancill a ry

to their State Dep a rtm ent duti e s , ex po su re to this wi de ra n ge of

co u n tri e s , the opportu n i ties of fered for buying and their lin-

guistic and cultural skills resulted in the present collection of

over a thousand piece s . Usu a lly one partn er co ll ects but in thei r

c a s e ,D avid Ra n s om also parti c i p a ted , obtaining pieces such as

the Omani head p i eces in their co ll ecti on , wh erever he travel ed



in the Mi d dle East. L i ke his wi fe , he also did more than ju s t

collecting, often wearing a Circassian belt bu ckle and Syri a n

coins as but tons on his bl a zer. Th eir Wa s h i n g ton , D. C .h om e

is decora ted as they did their va rious abodes in the Mi d dl e

E a s t . Th eir fri ends in the Un i ted States love their jewel ry

co ll ecti on and vi ew it as both art and an ex pre s s i on of t h ei r

Forei gn Servi ce careers , de s p i te the current a t ti tu de abo ut the

po l i tics of that regi on of the worl d .

During 1969 in Saudi Arabia,they found old ornaments in

the souk/suq, that were about to be remelted into silver, p a rt ly

a con s equ en ce of the de s i re of bri des to have new, d i s ti n ctive

p i eces for their wed d i n gs . Th ere a f ter they went frequ en t ly

to this marketp l ace , buying old jewel ry that was we a ra bl e . It

became the on ly jewel ry that Ma r j orie Ra n s om wore ; su ch

j ewel ry was also the favori te of h er three daugh ters . Wh i l e

in Yem en from 1975 to 1978, she started buying pieces that

were too large to we a r. This m a rked the real beginning of h er

co ll ecti on of s i lver folk jewel ry. A few pieces are gilded but none

is gold, except for a pair of earrings from the Siwa oasis in the

Western Desert of Egypt. She l eft Saudi Ara bia in 1971; at that

ti m e , on ly bedouin and pe a sants wore silver jewelry. Saudis did

not wear it them s elves or hang jewel ry on their wall s , but were

thrilled that Americans were both wearing and showing their

j ewel ry, evi den ce of an apprec i a ti on of the Saudi cultu re .

In 1985, she retu rn ed to Syri a ,

the first time since gradu a te

s ch oo l . Ra n s om started mount-

ing her Saudi and Yem en fo l k

j ewel ry on velvet - covered boa rd s

and hanging these on the walls

of t h eir hom e . Si n ce they h ad a

large apartment,jewelry boards

were con ti nu a lly ad ded . Th i s

en a bl ed her to start noticing t h e

d i f feren ces in styles and moti fs

of h er co ll ecti on . Wh en ever

she w a s on State Dep a rtm en t

duti e s , she wore silver fo l k

j ewel ry. Aga i n , this we a ring and

disp l ay of j ewel ry in their hom e

and in public met with favor

by the inhabi t a n t s, s i n ce upper

m i d dle class Syrian wom en on ly

wore gold jewel ry. If a ny silver

j ewel ry was worn , it was mu ch

m ore modern in de s i gn , f a s h-

i on a ble and ligh ter in wei gh t

than folk jewel ry. But the Syri a n

wom en were well aw a re wh en

n on - n a tive jewel ry was bei n g

worn by forei gn ers .

The Ra n s oms con ti nu ed to

co ll ect , s eeking out ven dors in

the su q who had old jewel ry.

In Egypt , su ch sell ers were both Ch ri s tian and Mu s l i m .

They carried silver items, some modern pieces, but not gold

j ewel ry. In Damascus, a n ti que de a l ers sold the old jewel ry.

Th ere were no pro h i bi ti ons against the ex port of su ch jewel ry.

O n ce in the wom en’s suq of Riyad h , Ma r j orie Ra n s om over-

h e a rd a young customs of f i cer saying in Ara bic that this forei gn

woman was stealing their heri t a ge . She poi n tedly rep l i ed in

Ara bic that she was saving their heri t a ge . The Ra n s oms did buy

j ewel ry in the co u n try of ori gi n . In Damascus, t h ey got Syri a n ,

as well as Saudi, Libyan, Algerian, Turkish and Central Asian

p i ece s . While in the Un i ted Arab Emira te s , t h ey purch a s ed

Omani orn a m ents from a jewel er and found Tunisian jewel ry

wh en in Egypt . Th ey did obtain native jewel ry in Yem en ,

Saudi Ara bia and Syri a .

When buying jewelry as a foreigner or expatriate, Marjorie

Ransom was treated well and fairly; good pieces were set aside

for her. In the process of co ll ecti n g, she was ex po s ed to a nu m ber

of a ut h ors and ex perts in Mi d dle Eastern jewel ry, a l t h o u gh

she missed an appoi n tm ent to meet An gela Fisher in Yem en ,

due to ill n e s s . Ruth Hawl ey, a ut h or of a book on Omani jewelry,

photographed some of the Ransom collection in Abu Dhabi.

S h el a gh Wei r, well - k n own for her Mi d dle Eastern work ,w a s

a researcher in Yemen while Marjorie Ransom was a cultural

a t t ache there and also vi s i ted her in Damascus in 1996. S h e

Above: RANSOM DINING ROOM, with three panels of mounted Middle Eastern silver jewelry, as well as one
piece hanging by itself. These integrate well with the Japanese screen, antique Syrian chest and Shiraz
rug.This room, like the rest of the house, is a reflection of their life, while serving in the State Department and
its attendant travels. Opposite: SAUDI ARABIAN HEADPIECE, set with glass cabachons and beads, 18.3 cm
long, excluding the loop. Made of low grade silver, it is similar to a Najrani headpiece shown in To p h a m
(1981 Traditional crafts of Saudi Arabia: 69.). Over one hundred pieces, including this one, will be the
s u bject of an exhibition, entitled Silver Speaks. Co-curated with Ellen Benson, it will be at The Bead
Museum, Washington, D.C., from October 27 through May 31, 2003. A full-color, 48 page companion
book will accompany the show. Photographs: Robert K. L i u / O rn a m e n t .


